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ABSTRACT
THE IMPACT OF VIRTUAL PRESENCE ON WILLINGNESS TO BOOK: THE
MODERATING ROLE OF SELF-CONSTRUAL AND GENDER
by
Sung Jun Joe
Dr. Choongbeom Choi, Dissertation Committee Co-Chair
Assistant Professor of Hospitality and Tourism Management
Sejong University
Dr. James A. Busser, Dissertation Committee Co-Chair
Professor & Director of Doctoral Program
William F. Harrah College of Hospitality
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Social influence is not limited only to interactive situations but also includes those that
occur without a direct interaction such as the mere presence of others (Argo, Dahl, &
Manchanda, 2005). Although there is wide agreement that the mere presence of others influences
one’s decision-making process, little research is conducted to understand whether the effect of
the presence of others influences consumer behaviors in an online context (Naylor, Lamberton,
& West, 2012). To address this gap, this study suggests that mere virtual presence (MVP)
provides social cues to the customer and influences the customer’s willingness to book (WTB).
Specifically, the first study examines whether the effect of a pictorial MVP on WTB is
moderated by self-construal. The second study examines whether the effect of verbal MVP on
WTB is moderated by gender. In addition, Study 2 examines if the underlying mechanism of
such a proposed interaction on WTB is due to a tendency to correspond with others who share
similar characteristics. To achieve the purpose of the dissertation, Study 1 utilized a 2 (MVP) x 2
(self-construal) experimental design by operationalizing the presence of other customers in a
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hotel booking image. Study 2 utilized a 3 (MVP) x 2 (gender) quasi experimental design by
manipulating the gender composition of other customers.
The results of Study 1 demonstrate that interdependent individuals’ WTB were
significantly higher when other customers were depicted in the hotel booking image. In contrast,
regardless of the presence/absence of other customers in the hotel booking image, no differences
in WTB were found among independent individuals. The results of Study 2 demonstrate that
female customers’ booking intentions were significantly higher when a majority of other
customers were females versus males. Conversely, no difference in WTB was found among male
customers regardless of different gender compositions of other customers. The current study
extends the social impact theory (Latané, 1981) by investigating the effect of the mere presence
of others in an online context. In addition, the study contributes to the literature in applying the
agency-communion theory (Bakan, 1966) in the context of online booking. Practically, findings
of the current research can be brought to the attention of hotels and online travel agencies
(OTAs) and make them aware of the importance of the virtual presence of other customers to
achieve their strategic goals. Specifically, the findings of the current dissertation provide a
roadmap to enhance the booking intention of interdependent and female customers to book a
hotel online.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Social influence has been considered as an important factor that affects consumer
behaviors (Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel, 1989; Calder & Burnkrant, 1977). Previous consumer
research has suggested that interactive social influences such as employee-customer relationship,
peer-based reference groups, or social groups influence consumer behavior (Bearden & Etzel,
1982; Childers & Rao, 1992; Escalas & Bettman, 2003; Gremler & Gwinner, 2000, Gremler,
Gwinner, & Brown, 2001). However, social influence situations in consumption are not limited
to interactive situations but also include those that occur without an interaction. Especially,
social presence plays an important role in the consumption process (Argo et al., 2005; Costa,
Dinsbach, Manstead, & Bitti, 2001). In a social context, the mere physical presence of other
customers in a store positively influences focal customers’ emotional and behavioral responses,
which enhances the retail business (Argo et al., 2005).
In today’s electronic commerce, although customers cannot observe other shoppers
directly, the advent of the Internet has enabled customers to interact with other customers online
in ways similar to offline interactions (Naylor et al., 2012). For example, eBay.com often
displays the number of buyers and sellers to encourage customers’ further participation and
purchase. Further, online travel agencies such as Hotels.com or Expedia show customer ratings,
reviews, and numbers of customers who purchased the product in the recent past to influence
customer’s product perception and sales. In online exchange platforms, Coulter and Roggeveen
(2012) demonstrated that showing the number of buyers in electronic commerce can attract more
customers.
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Although there is wide consensus that the mere presence of others influences one’s
decision-making process, little research has been done to understand whether the effect of the
presence of others in an online context plays a role in ways similar to an offline context (Naylor
et al., 2012). Specifically, despite the increase in numbers of hospitality customers who
utilize online intermediaries for purchasing hospitality products (Park, Ha, & Park, 2017),
previous studies in hospitality have focused on noninteractive social influence in terms of
customer online reviews. That is, understanding how the mere virtual presence of other
customers influences the focal customer’s online purchasing behaviors is scant. The majority of
research in this area focuses on how the mere presence of other customers influences the focal
customer’s decision-making process in an offline context (Miao & Mattila, 2013; Wei, Miao,
Cai, & Adler., 2012).
Social influence can be a powerful source when individuals are influential, present in
large numbers, and in close vicinity to the focal customer (Latané, 1981). However, because of
the development of online platforms, this study proposes that mere virtual presence (MVP),
depicting photographs of other customers, will provide social clues to the customer and lead to
positive willingness to book (WTB). Specifically, customers who perceive themselves as
interdependent, since they are likely to be a part of a large group and value connectiveness with
others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), are expected to show higher WTB when other customers are
shown in the picture. On the other hand, because independent individuals are likely to distinguish
themselves from others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), no such differences in WTB are expected.
Additionally, previous research on reference groups contends that identifying the other
users of a brand influences the focal customer’s response to that brand (Berger & Heath 2007;
Escalas & Bettman 2003). Individuals derive their social identity from other social groups
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(Tajfel, 1981) and are likely to align their behaviors with similar others (Hogg & Smith, 2007).
This raises the possibility that knowing information about other customers may affect the focal
customer’s booking intention in online exchanges even if it does not meet the requirements of
social influence (Latané, 1981). Moreover, the current study examines the moderating role of
gender in influencing the effect of MVP on WTB. According to agency-communion theory
(Bakan, 1966), due to their concern for others, females tend to be influenced by others when
making judgments. In contrast, males are self-focused and less likely to be concerned for others’
approval (Fisher & Dube, 2005). Therefore, moderating effects of a demographic factor (i.e.,
one’s gender) are expected on the relationship between mere virtual presence (MVP) and
intention to book a hotel room.
To recap, this research proposes that the effect of an MVP on a customer’s WTB is
influenced by the self-construal and gender. Specifically, in Study 1, showing photographs of
other customers using the hotel’s products (i.e., mere virtual presence) will provide virtual social
clues to the target customer, which in turn will lead to positive WTB for customers with
interdependent self-construal compared with having no other customers in the photographs. On
the other hand, no significant difference in WTB is expected among customers with independent
self-construal regardless of the virtual presence of other customers. In Study 2, customers’ WTB
will be heightened when similar demographic information of other customers is provided (i.e.,
similar MVP). Specifically, it is expected that similar MVP will imply commonalities between
females and other customers that will in turn lead to higher levels of WTB compared with a
dissimilar MVP or a control condition. Past research shows that individuals are more likely to
interact with others who have similar characteristics (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001).
In addition, females are likely to focus on being connected with larger social groups (i.e.,
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communion; Bakan, 1966). On the other hand, since males are likely to be independent and
separated from others (i.e., agency; Bakan, 1966), no such difference in WTB is expected among
male participants regardless of MVP conditions. This dissertation further demonstrates that
perceived similarity mediates such postulated interaction on WTB. Since individuals are
attracted to similar environments and care for relationships between compatible others (Martin &
Pranter, 1989; Tajfel, 1981), it is expected that female customers’ WTB will be aggravated when
similar demographic information of other customers is provided (i.e., female) versus when
dissimilar demographic information of others is provided (i.e., male). Therefore, the current
study proposes that perceived similarity is the underlying mechanism explaining the joint effects
of MVP and one’s gender on WTB.
Purpose of the Study
The main purpose of the present research is to understand customers’ responses to other
consumers in an online booking service. This dissertation addresses four important issues. First,
this research investigates how other customers in hotel photos (i.e., pictorial mere virtual
presence) influence focal customer’s booking intentions. Second, this research examines the
moderating role of one’s psychological factor, self-construal, in relationship between MVP and
customer’s choice, that is, whether independent and interdependent self-construal moderates the
effect of MVP on booking intentions. Third, this research investigates a different type of MVP,
displaying demographic information of other customers (i.e., verbal MVP), on customer’s WTB.
The moderating role of one’s demographic factor, gender, in the relationship between MVP and
customer’s WTB is tested. Last, this dissertation examines the mediating role of perceived
similarity to other consumers in relationships between MVP, gender, and WTP to explain the
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underlying psychological mechanism of MVP, namely moderating the mediating role of
perceived similarity.
Research Questions
As mentioned earlier, the current research focuses on the influence of mere virtual
presence of other customers on a focal customer’s booking intention and provides answers to the
following research questions:
1. How does MVP affect a focal consumer’s booking intentions (WTB)?
2. Does MVP have a different effect on WTB on customers with independent and interdependent
self-construal?
3. Does MVP have a different effect on WTB on female and male customers?
4. Is perceived similarity to other customers a psychological mechanism that explains the joint
effect of MVP and gender on WTB?
Hypotheses
To achieve the purpose of this dissertation, the following research hypotheses were
developed. Detailed explanations of each hypothesis are discussed in Chapter 2.
Hypothesis 1: Self-construal will moderate the effect of MVP on WTB.
Specifically,
Hypothesis 1a: Customers with interdependent self-construal will show higher levels
of WTB when other customers are shown in the hotel booking image compared to when other
customers are not shown in the hotel booking image.
Hypotheses 1b: No such difference in WTB is expected for independent self-construal
customers.
Hypothesis 2: Gender will moderate the effect of MVP on WTB.
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Specifically,
Hypothesis 2a: Females will show significantly higher levels of WTB when a majority of
other customers have the same gender (female) compared to when a majority of other customers
have the opposite gender (male) or when the gender composition is evenly distributed.
Hypotheses 2b: No such difference in WTB is expected for male customers regardless of
the MVP condition.
Hypotheses 3: Perceived similarity will mediate the interaction effect of MVP and gender
on WTB.
Specifically,
Hypotheses 3a: Perceived similarity will mediate the impact of MVP on WTB among
female customers.
Hypotheses 3b: Such mediation processes will not be observed among males regardless
of MVP conditions.
Significance of the Research
In terms of theoretical contributions, Although the Internet has enabled customers to
interact with other customers online in ways similar to offline interactions (Naylor et al., 2012),
research examining the potential effect of a mere virtual presence in an online context is scant.
The current research extends social impact theory (Latané, 1981) by examining the effect of the
mere virtual presence of others on a focal customer’s booking behavior. Specifically, this
dissertation sheds light on social influence literature in that the mere presence of other customers
in the online context may influence consumer behavior without the social forces of social impact
theory (i.e., influential, present in large numbers, and in close vicinity to the focal customer;
Latané, 1981).
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In addition, the current study broadens our understanding of the effects of other
customers by examining the interactive influence of the MVP and one’s psychological factor
(i.e., self-construal; Study 1), and MVP and one’s demographic factor (i.e., gender; Study 2) on
behavioral intentions (i.e., WTB) in an online booking context. Derived from propositions of the
self-construal theory (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), different behavioral patterns toward MVP
between interdependent and independent individuals are expected. Furthermore, conceptually
rooted in the notion of agency-communion theory (Bakan, 1966; Kurt & Frimer, 2015), it is
expected that female and male customers will behave differently to MVP.
Last, this dissertation provides insights into the psychological mechanisms that explain
the interactive effect of virtual presence of others and gender on willingness to book a hotel
room. Although previous studies offer some evidence that virtual presence of others may provide
social cues to customers and influence their behaviors (Cyr, Hassanein, Head, & Lvanov, 2006;
Naylor et al., 2012), underlying psychological mechanisms that mediate individuals’ responses to
mere virtual presence have not been considered in past empirical studies. Therefore, findings
from this research advance our theoretical understanding the underlying psychological
mechanism that explains the joint effects of MVP and gender on WTB.
From a managerial perspective, this research provides useful implications for service
practitioners to achieve their strategic objectives. Specifically, findings of this dissertation will
bring to the attention of OTAs and hotels the need to emphasize understanding how customers
respond to the mere presence of other customers in online contexts by showing how virtually
presented other consumers significantly influence the focal consumer’s booking choice. For
lodging practitioners, for example, the findings from this dissertation will provide insights into
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how to make their online booking websites more attractive to interdependent customers and
increase their booking intentions online.
In addition, although Coulter and Roggeveen (2012) showed that depicting the number of
buyers in electronic commerce may enhance a customer’s purchasing behavior, such findings
offer limited managerial implications since they did not consider how a focal customer might
respond when other customers’ demographic information is given. The findings of this research
can be easily applied to OTAs and hotel brand websites since customers’ demographic
information can be easily obtained from the membership program. Facebook.com, for example,
provides advertisements only to certain demographics. Therefore, the findings from the current
dissertation will provide a road map for OTAs and hotels to manage their online booking
channels in deciding how or whether to display information of other customers to enhance the
booking intention of female customers.
Delimitations
The current dissertation is not free from limitations, which are addressed below:
1. Collected samples from an online marketing research firm may not represent the general
population. To minimize this issue, screening questions will be used to identify subjects
who represent the general online travel population.
2. Since the current dissertation is based on hypothetical scenarios, there can be a
discrepancy between real-life situations that may limit the external validity of the
experiment.
3. Response bias could occur when the participants provide incorrect information or answer
questions without carefully reviewing the survey. To minimize this issue, a speeding
check function in Qualtrics was used.
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Definition of Key Terms
Key concepts and terminologies throughout this dissertation are outlined below:
1. Agency: Desire of being an independent and separated individual (Kurt & Frimer,
2015).
2. Communion: Desire of being connected with larger social groups (Kurt & Frimer,
2015).
3. Mere virtual presence: Passive exposure of other customers’ information in online
settings (Naylor et al., 2012).
4. Perceived similarity: Degree to which members of a group are alike in terms of
personal attributes or other characteristics (Byrne, 1997).
5. Self-construal: A set of individual’s thoughts, feelings, and actions concerning
relationships and connections to others and the separation from others (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991).
6. Social influence: Change in individual’s perceptions, attitudes, or behaviors that
results from interactions with another individual or group (Raven, 1965).
7. Social facilitation: Individual’s behavior in response to mere presence of others
(Allport, 1924).
Summary
The current dissertation examines the noninteractive social influence of other consumers.
The objective of this dissertation is to examine customers’ behavioral response to the mere
virtual presence of customers in an online reservation. The effect of interactive and
noninteractive social influences on consumer behavior were reviewed. In addition, theories to
explain the psychological processes of social influence were summarized in this chapter. The
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increased importance of identifying the effect of other customers in an online context was also
discussed. The potential relationships between virtual presence of others and self-construal,
gender, and perceived similarity were summarized.
Next chapter delivers a review of relevant literature on the topic of the present
dissertation. The theoretical background of the current research and hypotheses are presented.
Methods, results, and discussions as well as theoretical and practical implications of the findings
will follow.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
This dissertation examines customers’ behavioral responses to the virtual presence of
other customers in an online reservation context. In this chapter, the theoretical background of
the framework and hypothesized relationships among variables are reviewed.
This chapter includes four sections. The first section reviews the effect of interactive
social influence on consumer behavior in services. The second section discusses the
noninteractive social effect. The effect of the mere presence of others on consumer behavior
from a social facilitation perspective is examined, and studies carried out in consumer research
are reviewed. The third section proposes the mere presence effect of others in an online context.
The next section concludes with a discussion on behavioral differences to mere virtual presence
of others in an online booking setting.
The Effect of Social Influence on Consumer Behavior
In consumer research, social influence has been considered an important determinant that
causes change in consumer’s behavior (Bearden & Etzel, 1982; Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel,
1989; Calder & Burnkrant, 1977). Social influence is defined as change in an
individual’s perceptions, attitudes, or behaviors that results from interactions with another
individual or group (Crano, 2000; Raven, 1965). Social psychologists have proposed that these
changes take three different forms of processes: identification, compliance, and internalization
(Bagozzi & Lee. 2002; Kelman, 1958; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986). Identification process occurs
when an individual accepts the external influence to maintain a relationship with others.
Compliance arises when an individual makes a change to achieve approval by another person or
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a group. Internalization happens when an individual accepts the influence and integrates with its
belief because it corresponds to group norms.
In regard to this topic, the majority of previous studies in consumer research have
focused on how an employee-customer relationship, peer-based reference groups, or social
groups important to a customer influence consumer behavior (Bearden & Etzel, 1982; Childers
& Rao, 1992; Gremler & Gwinner, 2000, Gremler, Gwinner, & Brown, 2001). In the context of
the employee-customer relationship, for example, Gremler and Gwinner (2000) found that a high
amount of interpersonal interaction between customers and employees leads to a sense of
connection between employees and customers (e.g., harmony, conformity, accord, and affinity),
which in turn leads to a development of customer satisfaction and trust of the service, a form of
customer loyalty, and positive word-of-mouth communication behavior about the firm to other
customers. Similarly, Butcher, Sparks, and O’Callaghan (2002) showed that customers consider
social influence as an important factor in their intention to return to the service as well as
customer convenience (e.g., location) and monetary value of a product.
In terms of the influence of peer-based groups, Bearden and Etzel (1982) examined the
influence of a reference group on interrelationships among product (luxuries vs. necessities) and
brand (consumed publicly vs. privately) evaluations. Especially, group influence was greater
when the luxuries were publicly consumed. Similarly, Childers and Rao (1992) demonstrated
that the influence of peers or family members varies across two cultural contexts. Specifically,
the influence of peers was more significant on luxury products for Western customers (i.e.,
nuclear-family oriented) compared with Asian customers (i.e., extended-family oriented),
whereas the influence of family members on both luxury and necessity products was stronger on
Asian customers. Furthermore, Wei and Yu (2012) revealed the significant influence of different
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types of reference groups on self–brand connections. The influence of an associative group was
greater on brand connectedness for native brands, while the influence of dissociative members
was greater for foreign brands.
Previous hospitality research on social influence has focused mainly on selection or
rejection of hospitality products (Butcher, 2005; Hsu, Kang, & Lam, 2006; Shoemaker, 1984). In
the context of tourism, for example, Shoemaker (1984) showed that families and friends play an
important role in destination selection for senior travelers. In addition, Hsu et al. (2006)
demonstrated that exchanging experiences with reference groups about a certain travel
destination influences the selection of a destination in the future and the likelihood to comply
with referents regarding the travel decision to a destination. In the context of foods and
beverages, interaction between a salesperson and customer are positively influenced with service
evaluation and repurchase intentions (Butcher, 2005). Specifically, the association between
social influence and repurchase intentions is found to be greater in the early stages of interaction.
The Influence of Presence of Other Customers on Consumer Behavior
Social influence situations in consumption are not limited only to interactive situations
but also include those that occur without an interaction. Zajonc (1965) divided social influence
into two categories: co-action effects and audience effects. Here, co-action effects refer to
change in behavior caused by interaction of two or more individuals working on the same task
(i.e., interactive social situations), whereas audience effects are caused from the mere presence of
others (i.e., noninteractive social situations). Noninteractive social situations involve conditions
where a social object is physically nearby in the consumption stage but does not directly interact
with the consumer (Argo et al., 2005).
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Interest in the effect of sheer presence of others influencing an individual’s behavioral
change has long been investigated in social psychology. Allport (1924) used the term
“social facilitation” to explain the changes in individual’s behavior in response to the mere
presence of others. Drive theory (Zajonc, 1965) is the most widely accepted theoretical
framework in understanding the effect of the mere presence of others. Zajonc (1965) suggested
that the presence of others arouses a generalized drive and facilitates an individual’s
performance. Here, generalized drive refers to the stimulant that enhances the responses of an
individual (Zajonc, 1965). In support of Zajonc’s (1965) drive theory, Guerin (1986) identified
social facilitation responses by the mere presence of others in two different conditions:
controlling for an unsafe situation and controlling approval and disapproval. The former
condition is related to uncertainty in the behavior of the person present, while the latter condition
is related to the tendency to conform to public standards or norms. Similarly, Uziel (2007)
argued that individual’s responses to social presence can be distinguished between two
orientations: negative-apprehensive and positive-self-assured. In other words, social presence
induces performance improvement when individuals are positively oriented, whereas social
presence induces performance impairment when individuals are negatively oriented.
Extending from Zajonc’s (1966) drive model, Latané (1981) proposed an explanatory
concept (i.e., social impact theory) to understand the influence of how others alter focal
customers’ behaviors in terms of the strength, immediacy, and number of sources. Latané (1981)
suggested that the influence of the presence of others can be driven by three different social
forces: immediacy, size, and strength of the source’s influence. Latané and Wolf (1981) further
proposed three principles to define the functionality of social impact theory. The first principle
addresses that the three social forces have a stronger impact on the target individual when the
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source is influential, present in large numbers, or physically close to the target. For example,
Zhou and Soman (2003) showed that the number of other customers in line for service behind a
focal customer influence the customer’s affective states (e.g., calm, happy, relieved) and decision
to leave or not leave the queue. As the number of other customers increases, the consumers are
likely to have a more positive affective mind and are less likely to leave the queue (i.e.,
reneging). The second principle suggests that relationships between the three social forces have a
multiplicative impact. Söderlund (2011) demonstrated that number of other customers who are
within a target customer’s hedonic consumption activity (i.e., restaurant and cinema) influence
the evaluations toward the retailer. Customers show more positive evaluation when other
customers are present (vs. no other customers). The third principle proposes that there is a
marginally decreasing impact in an increasing number of others. In other words, the impact of
the number of others slows down after the number of present others reaches a certain point. For
example, individual’s nervousness and tension of performing in front of an audience increase as
the size of the audience exceeds a certain point (Jackson & Latané, 1981). Densely populated
social environments lead to higher stress and dissatisfaction (Baum & Weiss, 1987; Grove &
Fisk, 1997). In other words, close proximity to large numbers of others elevates consumers'
negative emotions and lowers positive emotions.
Recognizing the topic's importance, the effect of other customers has been extensively
studied in consumer research. Along with the impact of social source strength, immediacy, and
number of sources (Latané, 1981), consumer research has focused on how certain observable
characteristics of other customers influence a focal customer’s perceptions and behaviors.
Brocato Voorhees, and Baker (2012) introduced three characteristics that influence a focal
customer’s perceptions of other customers (i.e., similarity, physical appearance, and suitable
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behavior), which in turn lead to repatronage intentions (i.e., approach and avoidance intentions).
The first dimension of other consumer perception is similarity. Similarity is described as the
extent to which “an individual customer (i.e., the rater) felt that they were similar to and could
identify (i.e., the attributes) with other customers (i.e., the object) in the service environment”
(Brocato et al., 2012, p. 386). This concept is consistent with social identity theory (Tajfel, 1981)
which posits that individuals derive their social identity from others who are in a social group. In
other words, consumers are likely to gravitate towards compatible environments and nurture
relationships between similar others (Martin & Pranter, 1989). This group categorization allows
consumers to feel a sense of favor towards the in-group and feel a sense of distrust and anxiety
towards the out-group and enables them to evaluate other consumers within a retail environment
(Brocato et al., 2012; Gudykunst, Ting-Toomey, & Chua, 1988; Insko, Schopler, & Sedikides,
1998). Other people’s age is one of the most frequently used characteristics by individuals to
classify themselves and others into in-groups and out-groups. For example, differentiating the
age of other consumers in service advertisements, the presence of older consumers influences
young adults’ perceptions to the service as well as their revisit intentions (Thakor, Suri, & Saleh,
2008). In addition, He, Chen, and Alden (2012) demonstrated that overhearing the conversation
between another customer and a sales representative (positive vs. negative) leads to greater
service satisfaction (vs. dissatisfaction). Specifically, customer satisfaction was greater when the
observed other customer was an in-group member among target customers who cared more
about social relationships (He et al., 2012).
The second dimension of other consumer perception is the physical appearance of others.
Physical appearance is referred to as “the perceived physical characteristics and overall look (i.e.,
the attributes) of other customers in the service environment (i.e., the object)” (Brocato et al.,
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2012, p. 386). Inference theory and the theory of affordances provide plausible explanations to
this dimension in that individuals make inferences on the unknown based on the cues that are
accessible to them (inference theory; Huber & McCann, 1982). Congruently, the theory of
affordances proposes that a physical environment of oneself provides meaningful information
that guides, facilitates, and also constrains one’s activity (Gibson, 1979). Both theories suggest
that social cues can provide an important basis for service evaluations; additionally,
environmental cues (i.e., design, ambient) are important because they offer reliable information
about the service provider (Baker, Parasuraman, Grewal, & Voss, 2002). In other words, the
observable physical appearance of other customers can play a significant role in evaluations of
services. Other customers’ age, gender, and appearance are the commonly used visible cues by
individuals when evaluating a service. Previous research on social psychology and organizational
behavior have explored how visual characteristics (e.g., clothing styles) form evaluations of
others. For example, Hamid (1968) and Thourlby (1978) have suggested that individuals shape
impressions of others’ economic background, social status, and trustworthiness based on their
clothing styles. More recently, in a restaurant setting, the body type of a server altered the
quantity of food consumption (McFerran, Dahl, Fitzsimons, & Morales, 2010). Non-dieters ate
more when a server was thin while dieters ate more when the server was heavy (McFerren et al.,
2010).
The third dimension of other consumer perception is suitable behavior. In the
consumption context, suitable behavior is referred as the extent to which “an individual customer
(i.e., the rater) felt that other customers (i.e., the object) in a service environment behaved
appropriately (i.e., the attributes)” (Brocao et al., 2012, p. 387). In other words, suitable or
unsuitable behaviors of other consumers in a setting can affect focal consumers’ service
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evaluations. Grove and Fisk (1997) showed that other customers behaviors affect focal
consumers’ satisfaction with the service experience. Specifically, consumers show lower levels
of satisfaction with the experience when other customers violate general rules of a theme park
(e.g., cutting in line). Role theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973) and behavior setting theory (Gärling,
1998; Luke, Rappaport, & Seidman, 2002) explain that individuals learn behaviors that are
suitable in a given context. This provides a foundation for understanding how behaviors of other
consumers, a social system, or social norms might affect focal consumers’ behavior.
The Effect of Mere Presence of Other Customers in Hospitality
Previous studies in hospitality have shown that behaviors of other customers significantly
affect a focal customer’s service quality perceptions (Baker & Kim, 2018; Hanks, Line, & Kim,
2017), satisfaction (Miao & Mattila, 2014), and behavioral intentions (Daunt & Harris, 2010; e
Fan, Wu, & Mattila, 2018; Wei et al., 2012) in a variety of hospitality contexts. From the
perspective of service quality perceptions, for example, narrative responses from customers show
that service failures caused by other customers (i.e., other customer misbehavior) lead to
negative evaluation of the hospitality service (Baker & Kim, 2018). In addition, Hanks et al.
(2017) showed that a customer’s evaluation of restaurant service quality in a small restaurant is
lower when other customers are densely packed rather than spread out. In terms of customer
satisfaction, Miao and Mattila (2013) showed that customers feel greater dissatisfaction when
service failure caused by other customers occurs in close proximity (vs. distant). Moreover, from
a behavioral perspective, Daunt and Harris (2011) showed that the observed misbehavior of other
customers influences customer’s future misbehavior intention in the context of a restaurant. Past
observation in misbehavior of others induced individuals to rationalize committing a
misbehavior in the future (Harris & Reynolds, 2003). In a restaurant setting, collectivist-oriented
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(i.e., Chinese) consumers show higher levels of purchase intentions when the recommendations
are from an in-group member rather than from an out-group member (Fan et al., 2018). Also,
within a service failure context, Wei et al. (2012) demonstrated that consumer complaining
behavior alters by the presence of co-consuming others. Instead of complaining directly to the
service provider, customers are more likely to engage in switching behaviors when other
customers have a negative attitude toward complaining.
Despite the growing interest and research effort on other customers, the majority of
research in this area focuses on how the physical mere presence of other customers affects the
focal customer’s decision-making process in an offline context (Baker & Kim, 2018; Hanks et
al., 2017; Miao & Mattila, 2013; Wei et al., 2012). Although technological online advances
allow customers to act in ways very similar to those in offline social servicescapes (Cyr et al.,
2007; Naylor et al., 2012), understanding how the presence of another customer in an online
context influences a focal customer’s behavior is limited. In addition, an increasing number of
customers use online intermediaries for purchasing hospitality products (Park, Ha, & Park,
2017). According to statistics from Statista.com (2018), the number of customers who made
travel reservations online in the United States increased from 41 million to 64 million between
2008 and 2016. Therefore, understanding the effect of the presence of another customer in an
online context is important to both academia and industry.
Customer Response to Presence of Other Customers in Online Context
Although electronic commerce is often considered as lacking human warmth and
sociability because of its unique characteristics (e.g., impersonal, anonymous, devoid of face-toface interactions; Cyr et al., 2007), due to the rapid development of web-based interface,
perception of social presence can be conveyed through computer mediated communications (Cyr
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et al., 2007; Naylor et al., 2012). Previous studies have suggested that social cues such as audio,
personalized text, pictures, video elements, and presenting the number of buyers in a website
enable customers to feel a sense of social presence and make their experience closer to
interactions with salespersons and other customers (Cyr et al., 2007; Gefen & Straub, 2003;
Kumar & Benbasat, 2002). In an online concert ticket sales context, for example, Cyr et al.
(2007) showed a positive relationship between perceived social presence and loyalty toward a
website as the number of features that may induce customers’ perceived social presence increase
(i.e., text, logo, photo, real-time chat room, and real-time customer reviews). Furthermore, rooted
in the notion that the number of previous customers could serve as norms of social behavior
(Cialdini, 2003, 2007), Coulter and Roggeveen (2012) demonstrated that a large number of
buyers in electronic commerce increases a target customer’s value perception and choice. In
summary, the above findings confirm that online social cues could drive a customer’s sense of
social validation, which enables a product to look more attractive. For example, acknowledging
the importance of social factors in an online context, to encourage customers’ further
participation and purchase, Groupon.com or Hotels.com often advertise the number of previous
customers who purchased the product in the recent past.
In addition to well-documented influences of online social cues, Naylor et al. (2012)
proposed that the pictorial mere presence of other customers (i.e., mere virtual presence) may
influence a target customer’s brand evaluations and purchase intentions. Mere virtual presence
(MVP) is referred to as passive exposure of other customers’ information in online settings
(Naylor et al., 2012). This virtual presence of other customers is different from the presence of
others in an offline context. In a retail context, a customer can directly observe or be involved in
an interpersonal interaction with other customers more immediately, spatial crowding may occur,
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or future interaction is possible (Argo et al., 2005). Although social impact theory (Latané, 1981)
posits that social influence can be a powerful source when individuals are present in large
numbers and in close vicinity to the target, a similar effect of social influence in an online
context is expected because the web-based interface has enabled customers to interact with other
customers online in ways similar to offline (Cyr et al., 2007; Naylor et al., 2012).
Verbal and pictorial contents are essential features in an online customer information
environment (Jiang & Benbasat, 2007). Especially, visual content for product presentation is
considered as a method as effective as verbal content in creating a favorable attitude and
purchase intention toward the product (Rossiter & Percy, 1987). Customers engage in a selfimagery process when they encounter visual content in advertisements (e.g., photograph of a
product; Jiang, Adaval, Steinhart, & Wyer, 2014). In other words, customers imagine themselves
using a product in the advertised situations. Here, self-imagery is defined as an imagination of
the product consumption experience or obtaining information of the consumption experience
(Jiang et al., 2014). Shepard (1978) argued that this visual imagery process can be as effective as
an actual experience. Past consumer research supported the notion that forming an imagery
interaction with a product in a customer’s mind by using pictorial information can be an effective
tool for enhancing customer attitudes and brand evaluations (Escalas, 2004).
Furthermore, research has shown that not only pictorial information about other
customers but also descriptive information about others can evoke a sense of online presence
(Naylor, Lamberton, & Norton, 2011). In an online review context, for example, Naylor et al.
(2011) showed that depicting descriptive information of similar others supporting a product leads
to greater review persuasiveness. Specifically, when demographic information of the online
reviewer is given (e.g., age, gender, location, and occupation), customers are more likely to be
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persuaded by online reviews conducted by other customers who have the same demographic
characteristic than by reviews conducted by customers with opposite demographics. Individuals
have a preference for interacting with others who share similar characteristics (McPherson et al.,
2001; Wilder & Allen, 1978). It is because similar others are assumed to have analogous
attitudes, personalities, and values (Cunningham, 2007), which in turn lead to fewer
disagreements or incongruities and strengthen the relationship between the focal individual and
others (Byrne, Griffitt, & Stefaniak, 1967; Morry, 2005). In contrast, previous literature has
indicated that consumers may have lower evaluations of a brand (Naylor et al., 2012) or avoid
the same patterns of purchase due to demographic dissimilarity with other customers (Berger &
Heath 2008). Therefore, in the current study context, it is expected that focal customers may
infer commonality between themselves and other customers and increase their behavioral
intention (i.e., WTB) toward a product when verbally-provided descriptive information indicates
the hotel room was purchased more frequently by others who share the same demographic
characteristic (i.e., gender). On the other hand, when a hotel room was purchased more
frequently by dissimilar others (i.e., opposite gender customers), customers may infer less
commonality between themselves and others and diverge in their behavioral intentions.
Past studies in hospitality mainly have focused on social influence in the context of
online reviews such as how electronic word of mouth (eWOM) influences customers’ service
evaluations and behaviors (Book, Tanford, & Chen, 2016; Book, Tanford, & Chang, 2018;
Ladhari & Michaud, 2015; Litvin, Goldsmith, & Pan, 2008; Tanford & Montgomery, 2015) or
how to make customers engage in positive word of mouth in order to increase social interaction
(Jeong & Jang, 2011; Yang, 2017). Book et al. (2016), for example, examined the interaction
effect of social influence (i.e., review unanimity) and price on consumers’ quality and value
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perceptions, discount to purchase, and willingness to pay in two different review valence
conditions (i.e., negative vs. positive). The effect of social influence on consumer decisions was
more salient than price reduction when the overall review was unanimously negative (Book et
al., 2016). Despite the findings that the presence of others might influence a target customer’s
behavioral responses in an online context (Naylor et al., 2011; Naylor et al., 2012),
understanding how pictures of online booking websites can be manipulated to induce a feeling of
social presence to customers is limited. Most hospitality products carry a higher level of risk for
customers than other goods (Fyall & Garrod, 2004) because they can be experienced only after
the point of purchase and cannot be stored or reused (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Therefore, behavior
of others may act as an important aspect of the decision-making process under a high-risk
purchase context (i.e., online booking).
Applying this notion, it is intuitive to expect that displaying pictures of hotel products in
use by other customers interacting with each other or providing the demographic composition of
other customers would be more effective rather than providing a straightforward picture of a
hotel room. Prior research posited that virtual presence such as products shown in use by people
leads to positive attitudinal behavior (Hassanein & Head, 2005). When levels of social presence
were increased, there was a positive influence on perceived usefulness, trust, and enjoyment of a
product (i.e., attitudinal antecedents) that subsequently led to a stronger effect on positive
attitude toward websites (Hassanein & Head, 2005). Although previous research has provided
some evidence that the online presence of others may influence consumer behaviors (Cyr,
Hassanein, Head, & Lvanov, 2006; Naylor et al., 2012), research involving individual’s
psychological factors and how they influence the relationship between MVP and consumer
behavior is less widely studied. Previous research on self-construal suggested that individuals
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perceive themselves as either independent or interdependent (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Independent individuals tend to disconnect themselves from others while interdependent
individuals are likely to link with others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Therefore, the current
dissertation proposes that independent and interdependent customers will respond differently
toward virtually presented other customers in the hotel booking image.
Moderating Role of Self-construal
In an online reservation context where customers are not able to observe other customers
directly, it is presumed that people would make decisions based on easy-to-access information
(Shah & Oppenheimer, 2008), such as pictures of other customers in a hotel. Displaying other
customers in an online reservation may signal a feeling of social presence and evoke a sense of
connectedness to customers. Social psychology literature supports this possibility. It suggests
that individuals have two different aspects of self. In one aspect, people focus on the personal
self and differentiate themselves from others (independent self-construal), while in the other
aspect, people tend to focus on forming and maintaining relationships with others
(interdependent self-construal; Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Self-construal is referred to a set of individual’s thoughts, feelings, and actions
concerning relationships and connections to others and the separation from others (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991; Singelis, 1994). In other words, it is the degree to which an individual views
oneself in relation to the social environment (Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005; Cross, Bacon, &
Morris, 2000). The concept of self-construal is used to delineate how individuals perceive
themselves as either independent or interdependent by the extent to which individuals link with
or disconnect themselves from others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Accordingly, individuals
with interdependent self-construal perceive themselves as being part of a large group and value
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connectivity, obedience, and group harmony (Cross et al., 2000; Sun, Choi, & Bai, 2018). On the
other hand, individuals with independent self-construal tend to distinguish themselves from the
group and value distinctiveness, independence, and personal achievement (Agrawal &
Maheswaran, 2005; Singelis, 1994). Previous cross-cultural studies have suggested that how
individuals perceive themselves differs by social aspects, such as relationships with others and
membership in social groups (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). For example,
Westerners are likely to put emphasis on the personal self, thinking of themselves in terms of
unique personal traits and attributes and de-emphasizing others (i.e., independent self-construal),
whereas Easterners are likely to concentrate on the social self and how the self is related to other
people (i.e., interdependent self-construal; Markus & Kitayama, 1991).
Rooted in this notion, previous hospitality studies have demonstrated behavioral
differences among customers due to their relative concerns for relationships to others in diverse
hospitality environments (Sun et al., 2018; Wei et al., 2012). In the context of a meeting event,
for example, Sun et al. (2018) showed that attendees’ self-construal moderates the relationship
between exhibitors’ dress conformity and attendee’s approach behavior. Specifically,
interdependent conference attendees’ desires to interact with others (i.e., approach behavior)
were significantly higher when exhibitors were in conforming dressing style (vs.
nonconforming), while no differences in approach behaviors were observed among independent
attendees (Sun et al., 2018). In a restaurant setting, Wei et al. (2012) demonstrated that after a
service failure, since it enables them to vent their dissatisfaction more directly, customers with
independent self-construal are more likely to complain to service providers compared with
customers that hold interdependent self-construal. On the other hand, customers with
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interdependent self-construal are reluctant in voicing their dissatisfaction since they care more
about group harmony (Wei et al., 2012).
Accordingly, based on the notion of self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991),
displaying pictures of other customers using hotel facilities will manifest interdependent selfconstrual individuals’ booking intention because they are more likely to put emphasis on the
interpersonal perspective in a relationship (Acitelli & Young, 1996). In other words, pictures of
other customers using hotel facilities will activate interdependent individuals’ expectation of
socializing with others and need for belongingness, which will in turn leads to their intentions to
book a hotel room. Conversely, since independent individuals have stronger self-presentational
goals and their notion of self is relatively unaffected by outgroups (Kwon & Mattila, 2015),
pictures of others should lead to a heightened level of need to create a unique self-concept to
differentiate themselves from others. Thus, their intentions to book a hotel room will not be
affected by pictures of others. Therefore, the prediction in this regard is as follows:
Hypothesis 1: Self-construal will moderate the effect of MVP on WTB.
Specifically,
Hypothesis 1a: Customers with interdependent self-construal will show higher levels
of WTB when other customers are shown in the hotel booking image compared to when other
customers are not shown in the hotel booking image.
Hypotheses 1b: No such difference in WTB is expected for independent self-construal
customers.
Moderating Role of Gender
Previous studies in social psychology have long investigated how men and women differ
in their decision-making process (Fischer & Arnold, 1994). In understanding the difference
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between males and females, many studies are conceptually rooted in agency-communion theory
(Bakan, 1966). Males are thought to follow agentic goals, whereas females follow communal
goals (Bakan, 1966). Here, agency refers to the desire of being an independent and separated
individual (Kurt & Frimer, 2015) and relates to “self-assertion, self-protection, separation, and
isolation [traits]” (Bakan, 1966, pp. 14–15). On the other hand, communion focuses on being
connected with larger social groups (Kurt & Frimer, 2015) and results in the propensity to
consider others in the decision-making process (e.g., contact, lack of separation, openness, and
participation; Bakan, 1966).
In the pursuit of personal relationships, males and females tend to conform to stereotypes
of gender (Hall, 2011; Suh, Moskowitz, Fournier, & Zuroff, 2004). For example, males are likely
to seek status, physical attractiveness, and fitness, and females are likely to seek intimacy and
loyalty in the formation of friendships (Hall, 2011). In addition, during interactions with samesex friends, males are more likely to display quarrelsome behaviors (i.e., agency) while females
tend to display more agreeable behaviors (i.e., communion; Suh et al., 2004). Although findings
from previous studies show that gender roles are becoming blurred because the degree of
femininity of males has increased over the years (Twenge, 1997), other exploratory studies have
demonstrated that stereotypical gender behaviors are still anchored in the society (McCollKennedy, Daus, & Sparks, 2003; Prentice & Carranza, 2002) because of the embedded
stereotypical gender role expectations in the society (Hochschild, 1983; Schaubroeck & Jones,
2000; Wharton, 1993).
Using gender as a representation for agency-communion orientation is commonly
demonstrated in consumer research. Previous empirical studies have shown different patterns of
judgements and behaviors between females and males in a variety of contexts, such as customer
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reaction to marketing offers (Barone & Roy, 2010), donation behaviors (Winterich, Mittal, &
Ross, 2009), and spending behaviors (Kurt, Inman, & Argo, 2011). For example, Barone and
Roy (2010) showed that among loyal customers, males tend to view exclusive promotions (e.g.,
promotion benefits to an individual) more favorably, while females view inclusive promotions
(e.g., promotion benefits to many others) more favorably. In addition, Winterich et al. (2009)
pointed out that females donate more to out-groups than males because, more so than males,
females are more concerned about others’ welfare. In a retail shopping context, Kurt et al. (2011)
demonstrated that males (i.e., agency-oriented) are likely to spend more when they shop with a
friend versus when they shop alone because they want to enhance their self-image by spending
more in front of others. However, females (i.e., communion-oriented customers) are more likely
to control their expenditures when with a friend due to their propensity to consider others in the
decision-making process (Kurt et al., 2011).
Following the notion of agency-communion theory (Bakan, 1966), hospitality research
has examined gender differences in a variety of hospitality settings from brand attitudes (Hwang
& Mattila, 2018) and pricing (Choi, Joe, & Mattila, 2018) to behavioral decisions (Fan, Wu, &
Mattila, 2018; Joe & Choi, 2019). For example, Hwang and Mattila (2018) showed that the
impact of feeling socially excluded (e.g., no one wants to share food with focal customer) on
their attitudes toward a company is stronger for females compared to males. In addition, Choi et
al. (2018) showed that, due to agentic-communal orientations, females are more likely to use
external price information when evaluating price, while males tend to evaluate based on their
own experience. In the self-service technology failure context, Fan, Wu, and Mattila (2018)
showed that men and women respond differently by service failure modes. Specifically, female
customers are more likely to express their negative feelings when the service failure is caused by
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lack of human contact (i.e., outcome failure) than when the service failure involves human
interaction (i.e., process failure). Furthermore, Joe and Choi (2019) demonstrated gender
differences in response to restaurant service failure. The propensity to voice a complaint after a
service failure was greater when female customers were dining with a female customer than
when with a male fellow customer, while no difference in complaint intention was observed
among male customers.
Research has shown that individuals prefer interacting with others who share similar
characteristics (McPherson et al., 2001) because it results in fewer disputes or incongruities and
strengthens the relationship (Byrne et al., 1967; Morry, 2005). Applying this notion to agencycommunion (Bakan,1966), the presence of other customers who share analogous demographic
information will manifest in a focal customer’s booking intention. Specifically, since females are
more likely to put emphasis on the interpersonal perspective in a relationship (Acitelli & Young,
1996), female customers will show higher levels of WTB when similar others’ information is
present. In other words, since females focus on being connected with larger social groups (Kurt
& Frimer, 2015), which results in the propensity to consider others in the decision-making
process, it is expected that female customers may infer commonality between themselves when
the hotel room was purchased more frequently by similar others (i.e., female), which will in turn
provide significantly higher levels of WTB. On the other hand, because males tend to focus on
their own experience for judgments and tend not to incorporate others opinion in their decisionmaking process (Fisher & Dube, 2005; Meyers-Levy, 1988; Winterich et al., 2009), their
booking intentions will not be affected by other customers. Therefore, the following hypotheses
are proposed:
Hypothesis 2: Gender will moderate the effect of MVP on WTB.
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Specifically,
Hypothesis 2a: Females will show significantly higher levels of WTB when a majority of
other customers have the same gender (female) compared to when a majority of other customers
have the opposite gender (male) or when the gender composition is evenly distributed.
Hypotheses 2b: No such difference in WTB is expected for male customers regardless of
the MVP condition.
Mediating Role of Perceived Similarity
The current dissertation further proposes that perceived similarity is the psychological
mechanism that underlies the joint effects of MVP, gender, and WTB. Previous studies in
psychology have found that lack of familiarity leads to awkwardness and embarrassment in the
situation regarding how to proceed (Miller, 1992; Parrott & Smith 1991). Similarity-attraction
theory (Byrne, 1971) proposes that people assume that they are similar to others when they share
similar characteristics, such as gender, age, values, and personalities. In other words, Byrne
(1971) argued that personal similarity induces perceived similarity, which, in turn leads to
positive interpersonal experiences. Here, perceived similarity is defined as the degree to which
members of a group are alike in terms of personal attributes or other characteristics (Byrne,
1997). In describing the connections between people, Duck (1994) proposed that psychological
similarity occurs when both people share common attitudes, personalities, and values. These
findings raise the possibility that identifying information about other customers (i.e., gender)
may evoke a sense of perceived similarity (or dissimilarity) toward other customers in a focal
customer’s mind. Based on demographic information of other customers, focal customers may
categorize themselves as similar or different from others (Hogg & Smith, 2007; Turner, Hogg,
Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) and modify their attitude toward a product. Specifically,
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when previous other customers are demographically similar, a sense of perceived similarity may
arise. Customers might presume a product is socially validated by other customers who share
common personality traits, values, and attitudes, which in turn reduce the amount of
awkwardness and embarrassment (Miller, 1992; Parrott & Smith 1991). In contrast, focal
customers may feel awkwardness and embarrassment in purchasing a product when they feel a
lack of familiarity (Miller, 1992; Parrott & Smith 1991). In other words, customers will infer
little commonality when they are exposed to dissimilar demographic groups of others, which, in
turn, will lead to lower evaluations of a product than for a product with similar other customers.
Previous empirical consumer research has supported the notion that customers are likely
to feel more connected to the brand and have greater purchase intentions when focal customers
are supported by similar others (Berger & Heath, 2008; Brack & Benkenstein, 2012; Escalas &
Bettman, 2005; Fan, Shen, Wu, Mattila, & Bilgihan, 2018; Zhang, 2015). For example,
customers show more positive behavioral responses (e.g., purchase intentions, positive WOM)
when present customers are perceived as similar to the focal customer than when present
customers are perceived as dissimilar (Brack & Benkenstein, 2012). In addition, Escalas and
Bettman (2005) demonstrated that brands used by others with shared identity or interest heighten
an individual’s self-brand connectedness. Moreover, Zhang (2015) showed that when customers
share similar information with other customers, focal customers’ attitudes and purchase
intentions are stronger among people whose need for social connectedness is stronger. On the
other hand, Berger and Heath (2008) showed that consumers avoid similar purchase patterns to
other customers because of the demographic dissimilarity. In hospitality settings, collectivistoriented (i.e., Chinese) consumers show higher levels of purchase intentions when the
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recommendations are from a similar group member rather than from a dissimilar group member
(Fan et al., 2018).
Applying the notion of perceived similarity in the context of MVP, the current study
argues that female consumers will perceive others as similar to themselves when a majority of
other customers are female. Specifically, because females are guided by communal goals
(Bakan, 1966), it is to be expected that female customers will show significantly higher levels of
perceived similarity, which in turn leads to WTB. In other words, when other customers have the
same gender, perceived similarity will become more observable in females and will result in
higher levels of WTB. Conversely, males are less likely to rely on others’ opinion and put more
value on themselves (Rucker, Galinsky, & Dubois, 2012). Thus, perceived similarity and WTB
for males should not be influenced by a fellow customer’s gender, which eliminates both direct
and indirect effects. Accordingly, the research puts forth the following prediction:
Hypotheses 3: Perceived similarity will mediate the interaction effect of MVP and gender
on WTB.
Specifically,
Hypotheses 3a: Perceived similarity will mediate the impact of MVP on WTB among
female customers.
Hypotheses 3b: Such mediation processes will not be observed among males regardless
of MVP conditions.
Summary
This chapter delineated the relevant literature to respond to the purposes of the current
study. A review of previous work, a conceptual framework, and research hypotheses were
proposed. Next chapter includes the methods of the present dissertation.

32

CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The current dissertation examines 1) the ways in which customers incorporate mere
virtual presence (MVP; present vs. not present) in their booking intentions in the online
reservation context (Study 1), 2) whether the relationship between MVP and willingness to book
(WTB) is moderated by an individual’s self-construal (Study 1), 3) whether the relationship
between MVP and WTB is moderated by gender (Study 2), and 4) psychological mechanisms
that potentially explain the joint effects of MVP and gender on WTB (Study 2). This chapter
consists of the design of the experiments, sampling and data collection, instrument, measures,
and an overview of data analysis. An experimental design was employed to test the proposed
hypotheses. A carefully controlled experiment enables researchers to identify cause-and-effect
relationships among variables, although internal validity is prioritized over external validity
(Campbell & Stanley, 1966). Manipulation checks, randomization, and valid measures of the
dependent and independent variables are explained to ensure proper execution of the experiment.
Study 1
Study 1 was designed to examine the effect of MVP on a customer’s booking intention to
determine how customers respond to a pictorial MVP of other customers. It was expected that
customers’ booking intentions would be higher when other customers are depicted in the hotel
picture. In addition, based on the concept of self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991),
individuals primed with interdependence would show a higher level of willingness to book when
other customers are portrayed in the picture of an online hotel booking scenario versus when
there are no other customers in the picture. However, no such difference in intention to book a
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hotel room was expected for individuals primed with independence regardless of the pictorial
MVP.
Design
The purpose of Study 1 was to investigate the effect of a pictorial MVP, portraying a
picture of other customers in an online booking context, on customers’ booking intention and
whether this effect is moderated by self-construal. To test the proposed hypotheses, an
experimental design was employed. The experimental design included two independent variables
(MVP and primed self-construal) and one dependent variable (WTB). The current study utilzed a
2 (MVP: present vs. not present) x 2 (self-construal: independent vs. interdependent) between
subjects experimental design (see Table 1). The conceptual model of Study 1 is graphically
shown in Figure 1.

Table 1
Experimental Design of Study 1
MVP

Control

Self-construal
Independent
Interdependent
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MVP

Figure 1. Conceptual model of Study 1.

Subjects
To determine the sample size of the between-subjects experimental design, a statistical
power analysis (G*Power) was employed (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). A total of
233 adult participants who had used online booking websites at least once in the previous six
months were recruited from Qualtrics, which is an online questionnaire service platform. A
minimum of 53 participants (n=53-58 per condition) were assigned to each condition of the
design. The sample size was determined with effect size, for which values of 0.10, 0.25, and 0.50
are considered small, medium, and large effects, respectively (Cohen, 1969). By using a 5%
level two-sided test, at a significance level (.05), where expected effect size is medium (.25), this
sample size (n=233) was sufficient to detect medium-sized effects of statistical power.
Specifically, 53.2% (n=124) of the respondents were female; 12.4% were 19–24 years
old, 20.2% were 25–34 years old, 19.7% were 35–44 years old, 19.7% were 45–54 years old,
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15% were 55–64 years old, and 12.9% were 65 years old or older. The majority of respondents
were Caucasians (74.7%) followed by African Americans (13.7%). Roughly, half of the
participants were married (48.4%). Nearly 55% of the participants (54.1%) responded that they
earn more than $60,000 annually. About half of the participants (47.6%) had either two- or fouryear college (B.A/ B.S) degrees. The demographic characteristics of the respondents were
further broken down into female and male groups to determine whether there are any additional
differences demographically between the male and female respondents. A similar demographical
pattern was detected between male and female, which reduces the concern that the findings result
from variation in different demographic characteristics across gender. Table 2 shows the detailed
information of demographic characteristics of participants.
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Table 2
Demographic Profile of Participants – Study 1
Overall
N
%
Gender
Female
124 53.2
Male
109 46.8
Age
19- 24 years old
29 12.4
25- 34 years old
47 20.2
35- 44 years old
46 19.7
45- 55 years old
46 19.7
55- 64 years old
35 15.0
65 years old or older
30 12.9
Ethnicity
White or Caucasian
174 74.7
Black or African American
32 13.7
Hispanic or Latino
15 6.4
Asian or Pacific Islander
8 3.4
Native American or American Indian
2 0.9
Other
2 0.9
Marital Status
Married
113 48.5
Single
77 35.0
Divorced/separated
26 11.2
Widowed
9 3.9
Other
8 3.4
Income Level
Under $20,000
18 7.7
$20,000 - $39,999
44 18.9
$40,000 - $59,999
45 19.3
$60,000 - $79,999
44 18.9
$80,000 - $99,999
23 9.9
$100,000 and over
59 25.3
Education Level Less than high school
2 0.9
High school graduate
78 33.5
2-year college degree
48 20.6
4-year college degree
63 27.0
Graduate, Professional degree
42 18.0
Variable

Category

Female
N %

Male
N %

18
31
26
16
23
10
93
17
7
4
1
2
58
41
14
5
6
12
29
25
26
7
25
1
54
26
24
19

11
16
20
30
12
20
81
15
8
4
1
0
55
36
12
4
2
6
15
20
18
16
34
1
24
22
39
23

14.5
25.0
21.0
12.9
18.5
8.1
75.0
13.7
5.6
3.2
0.8
1.6
46.8
33.1
11.3
4.0
4.8
9.7
23.4
20.2
21.0
5.6
20.2
0.8
43.5
21.0
19.4
15.3

10.1
14.7
18.3
27.5
11.0
18.3
74.3
13.8
7.3
3.7
0.9
0
50.5
33.0
11.0
3.7
1.8
5.5
13.8
18.3
16.5
14.7
31.2
0.9
22.0
20.2
35.8
21.1

Procedures
The 2 (MVP: present vs. not present) x 2 (self-construal: independent vs. interdependent)
experimental design provided the participants with four different sets of online booking
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conditions. Subjects were randomly assigned to one of the four experiment conditions. Adopted
from previous studies (Cha, 2006; Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999), a word-search priming task
was first presented to the participants. They were told to read a short descriptive paragraph (a
story about a trip to the city) with instructions to write all the pronouns that appeared in the
paragraph. Next, participants were asked to write ten different statements that describe
themselves in response to the question “Who am I”.
Then participants were asked to assume that they are planning a short trip to New York
City (NYC) and need to book a hotel room for one night. They were told that they had searched
the Web for 4-star hotels and come across a hotel that offered all the desired features and
attributes. Stimuli consisted of photos, description, and actual market price of the hotel room in
NYC based on prior research and Expedia® (Hardesty & Bearden, 2003). A hypothetical sample
scenario is provided below:
“Imagine you are planning a short trip to New York City and need to book a hotel room
for one night. You search the Web for 4-star hotels, and it seems that Hotel NY has all the
features and attributes that you desire.”
After reading the online booking scenario, participants were asked to rate their
willingness to book (Grewal, Monroe, & Krishnan, 1998). The perceived realism of the scenarios
was tested with one-item (i.e., “How realistic was the scenario described?”) and assessed on a
seven-point bipolar scale with 1 equal to ‘Not realistic at all’ and 7 to ‘Very realistic.’ To
identify whether the scenario descriptions were perceived as realistic, a t-test was conducted to
compare the mean value on scenario realism and the scale’s midpoint (4). The mean value on
scenario realism was 5.11 with a standard deviation of 1.39 (t(233) = 56.08, p < 0.001)
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indicating the scenario was perceived as realistic. Demographic questions were included at the
end of the survey followed by manipulation check questions.
Pretest
Prior to distribution of the main study, two separate pretests were conducted among
members of the general population in the United States. The purpose of the pretest was to (1) test
whether customers perceived the scenario and hypothetical online booking website to be
realistic, (2) to ensure manipulations of the independent variable (i.e., MVP) were effective to
evoke a sense of social presence to participants, (3) to decide display order of manipulated
pictures (4), and to test the effectiveness of the self-construal (moderator) priming.
The independent variable, MVP, was manipulated through displaying pictures of hotel
attributes in use by other customers. Four different areas of the hotel (i.e., hotel bar, hotel room,
reception area, hotel lobby) were included in the picture (see Figure 2 & 3). A total of 100
participants over 18-years-old who had used online booking websites at least once in the
previous six months were recruited from Qualtrics. Participants were exposed to both experiment
conditions (present vs. not present). Each condition included four different areas of the hotel
(i.e., lobby, hotel bar, reception area, room; see Figure 2 & 3). Participants were instructed to
read a hypothetical online booking scenario and asked to rate their perceived realism of the
scenario and perceived social presence. Among the four images, participants were also asked to
choose the image that evoked the highest level of sociability and human contact. The perceived
realism of the scenario and website were tested with a one-item scale (i.e., “How realistic were
the scenario and website described?”). Participants’ perceived social presence were measured
with two-item adopted from Gefen and Straub (2003). All measurements were captured by a 7point scale. To examine the reliability of each measure, Cronbach’s alpha value was employed.
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Mean scores of perceived social presence were compared between the MVP versus control
conditions.
Additionally, self-construal was manipulated by using a word priming technique. A
separate pretest with a total of 100 adult participants was conducted to test the success of the
self-construal priming followed by the TST (Kuhn & McPartland, 1954). A separate group of
respondents (n = 50) were randomly assigned to the independent and interdependent priming
tasks. Two different research assistants coded each statement gathered from the TSTs. The
pretest stimuli are shown in Figures 2 and 3.

Figure 2. Stimulus examples in Pretest 1 (MVP).
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Figure 3. Stimulus examples in Pretest 1 (control).

Pretests Results
The purpose of Pretest 1 was to examine (1) whether customers perceive the scenario and
hypothetical online booking website to be realistic, (2) to confirm manipulations of the
independent variable (i.e., MVP) is effective to evoke a sense of social presence to participants,
and (3) to decide the display order of manipulated pictures. The mean rating for realism was 5.79
(SD = 1.09), indicating that participants perceived the scenarios well reflect the real-life
experience of an online hotel reservation. For the MVP manipulation check, there was a
significant difference in perceived social presence between the MVP condition and the control
condition (MMVP = 6.26; Mcontrol = 2.67; t(99) = 17.04; p < 0.01), indicating that the experimental
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manipulation was successful. Among four different manipulated images, 60% of the participants
indicated that the photograph of customer interaction in a bar evoked the highest level of
sociability and human contact (see Figure 5). Therefore, a photograph of the hotel bar was
selected as the main image of a hypothetical hotel booking website (see Figures 3 & 4).
The aim of Pretest 2 was to examine the effectiveness of the self-construal (moderator)
priming. To identify whether the participants’ self-construal was successfully manipulated, two
coders analyzed the responses of TST and classified each respondent as either independent or
interdependent. Cohen's Kappa statistic was performed to identify the uniformity of the
classification between the two coders. Based on the guidelines from previous study (Landis &
Koch, 1977), the result showed high interrater reliability between the two coders (92%
agreement rate; Cohen’s κ = .808; p < .01). Disagreements were resolved in a discussion
between the coders. The TST results further showed that participants in the interdependent prime
condition wrote significantly greater numbers of other-focused sentences than independent
primed participants (Minter = 4.34; Mindep = 1.50; F (1,99) = 52.59; p < 0.01). Taken together, both
independent and interdependent priming were successful.
Stimuli
The independent variable of this study was the mere virtual presence of other customers
(presenting other customers in hotel images vs. not presenting other customers in the hotel
image) and required manipulation. In the two scenarios, the pictorial MVP condition was
operationalized in one of the scenarios by projecting other customers in the hotel images (see
Figure 4) while the other pictorial MVP condition had no other customers in the hotel booking
image (see Figure 5). Participants’ perceived social presence was measured as a manipulation
check (Gefen & Straub, 2003).
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Figure 4. Stimulus example of MVP condition.

Figure 5. Stimulus example of control condition.
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In addition, since prior research has demonstrated that priming can elicit individual’s
responses that are connected with the independent self versus the interdependent self and makes
the impact of self-construal more significant at a given time (Brewer & Gardner 1996; White,
Argo, & Sengupta, 2012), self-construal was manipulated by using a word-search priming
technique. The word search priming task included a short description about a trip to the city. In
the independent self-construal priming condition, the pronouns represented self-orientation (e.g.,
I, me, mine), while in the interdependent self-construal priming condition the pronouns
represented other-orientation (e.g., we, ours, us). The participants were asked to count and write
the total number of the pronouns in the paragraph. Both conditions contained an equal number of
pronouns. An example of the paragraph describing a trip to a city was adapted from previous
studies (Cha, 2006; Gardner, Gabriel, & Lee, 1999; see Appendix B for details)
The ten statements task (TST; Kuhn & McPartland, 1954; Mandel, 2003) was performed
after the priming task as a manipulation check to if the subject’s self-construal was activated. In
the manipulation check questions, participants were instructed to complete different responses to
the ten questions starting with the phrase “I am____” (Fredrickson, Roberts, Quinn. & Twenge,
1998). Two different coders analyzed each statement and classified each as either independent or
interdependent for validity and reliability of the analytic process (Krippendorff, 2004). The
instructions were similar to those that follow (Becker et al., 2012; Xi, Mamat, Luo, & Wu,
2018).
“In the numbered spaces below, please write down anything that can describe you. You
can write your answers as they occur to you without worrying about the order; however,
together they should summarize the image you have of who you are. Your answers might include
social groups or categories you belong to, personal relationships with others, as well as
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characteristics of yourself as an individual. Some may be things that other people know about;
others may be your private thoughts about yourself. Some things you may see as relatively
important, and others less so. Some may be things you are relatively happy about, and others
less so.”
Measures
Participants’ willingness to book, the dependent variable, refers to individual’s intention
to book a proposed hotel room in the hypothetical online reservation context. It was measured by
using Grewal et al.’s (1998) 3-item on a 7-point scale (1 = very low, 7 = very high; Cronbach’s α
= .935). Three items were “If I were going to reserve a hotel room, the probability of reserving
this hotel room is ____ ,” “The probability that I would consider reserving this hotel room is
____,” and “The likelihood that I would reserve this hotel room is ____” (see Table 3). Adopted
from Gefen and Straub (2003), perceived social presence was measured with two items on a 7point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; Pearson’s r = .763) as a manipulation
check. The two items were “There is a sense of human contact in this picture” and “There is a
sense of sociability in this picture” (see Table 3).
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Table 3
Measurement Items of Willingness to Book and Perceived Social Presence
Variable

Authors/Year

Willingness to

Grewal,

Book

Monroe, &

Reliability
Cronbach’s α

Questionnaire scale
1.

= .935

“If I were going to reserve a
hotel room, the probability of

Krishnan.,

reserving this hotel room is

(1998)

____.”
2.

“The probability that I would
consider reserving this hotel
room is ____.”

3.

“The likelihood that I would
reserve this hotel room is
____.”

Perceived

Gefen & Straub

Social Presence

(2003)

Pearson’s r = .763 1.

“There is a sense of human
contact in this picture.”

2.

“There is a sense of sociability
in this picture.”

Overview of Data Analysis
To test the proposed hypotheses, a 2 (MVP: not present vs. present) x 2 (self-construal:
independent vs. interdependent) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed. To analyze the
data, the SPSS version 26 was used. An alpha of .05, a conventional cutoff point in the social
sciences (Zikmund, Babin, Carr, Griffin, 2003) was used as the cutoff for significance.
Therefore, null hypotheses were rejected if the alpha value is below or equal to .05. Simple
effects tests were also performed to analyze significant interactions and to determine the effects
of one of the independent variables at a fixed level of the other independent variable (Keppel &
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Wickens, 2004). The purpose of employing a two-way ANOVA was to understand if there is a
significant interaction between the focal independent variable (MVP) and the moderator (a
primed self-construal). Specifically, it is to identify the mean difference in customers’
willingness to book between the MVP at each primed self-construal (independent self vs.
interdependent self). The data collected from this study were analyzed using the Univariate
function in SPSS. Three items of the WTB were averaged into a single construct. The violation
of homogeneity assumption was tested with the Levene’s test.
Study 2
One of the main goals of Study 2 was to replicate the findings from Study 1 with a
different operationalization of MVP. In Study 1, since previous research has showned that
pictures are more effective in consumer memory (Childers & Houston, 1984) and generate more
positive attitudes than verbally oriented information (Edell & Staelin, 1983; Jeong & Choi,
2005), the impact of a pictorial MVP (Study 1; i.e., photographic presence of others vs. no
presence) on WTB could become more salient than other formats of MVP (e.g., descriptive
information of other customers). Therefore, Study 2 was conducted 1) to provide evidence
whether the effect of MVP could be viable by depicting the demographic composition of other
customers, 2) to examine the effect of MVP (female-dominant other customer group vs. maledominant other customer group vs. control) on customer’s booking intention, 3) to demonstrate
the moderating role of gender in influencing the effect of MVP on WTB, and 4) to identify the
psychological mechanisms that potentially explain the joint effects of MVP and gender on WTB.
In Study 2, it was expected that female customers’ willingness to book with a female
dominant condition would have a higher level of booking intentions, relative to male dominant
or control conditions. However, no such difference was expected among male participants. In
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addition, when a purchasing pattern of similar others was depicted, it was expected to increase a
focal customer’s perceived similarity among female participants, which in turn would lead to a
positive WTB. On the other hand, no such difference in perceived similarity and booking
intentions for males was expected regardless of information about other customers.
Design
The purpose of Study 2 was to investigate how similar or dissimilar demographic
information of other customers influence focal customers’ booking intention in an online hotel
reservation context and to identify the underlying psychological mechanism (i.e., perceived
similarity) that explains the joint effects of MVP and one’s gender on WTB. To test the proposed
hypotheses, an experimental design including one independent variable (MVP), one moderator
(gender), one mediator (perceived similarity), and one dependent variable (WTB) was used (see
Figure 6). A 3 (MVP: female-dominant other customer group vs. male-dominant other customer
group vs. control) x 2 (gender: female vs. male) between subjects, quasi-experimental design was
employed in Study 2 (see Table 4). The conceptual model of Study 2 is graphically shown in
Figure 6.

Table 4
Experimental Design of Study 2
Verbal MVP

Female Dominant

Male Dominant

Gender
Female
Male

48

Control

Figure 6. Conceptual model of Study 2.

Subjects
A total of 277 participants over 18-years-old who had used online booking websites at
least once in the previous six months were recruited from Qualtrics. Similar to Study 1, the
sample size of Study 2 was determined by using statistical power analysis (G*Power). A
minimum of 92 participants (n=92-97 per condition) were assigned to each condition of the
design. This sample size was sufficient to detect medium-sized effects of statistical power.
As with Study 1, demographic characteristics of subjects were analyzed to identify
whether recruited subjects corresponded with the general population. Among respondents, 48.4%
(n=134) were female; 8.3% were 19–24 years old, 19.1% were 25–34 years old, 20.6% were 35–
44 years old, 18.8% were 45–54 years old, 17.3% were 55–64 years old, and 15.9% were 65
years old or older. The majority of respondents were Caucasians (79.1%) followed by African
Americans (8.7%), and Hispanics (8.3%). In terms of marital status, 56.7% of the respondents
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were married; 28.9% were single. For annual household income, nearly 55% of the participants
(54.1%) responded that they earn more than $60,000 annually. With regard to education levels,
about half the participants (54.9%) had either two- or four-year college (B.A/ B.S) degrees.
Furthermore, a similar demographical pattern was detected between male and female, which
reduces the concern whether the findings result from variation in different demographic
characteristics across gender. Table 5 shows the demographic information of respondents.
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Table 5
Demographic profile of participants – Study 2
Variable

Category

Gender

Female
Male
Age
19- 24 years old
25- 34 years old
35- 44 years old
45- 55 years old
55- 64 years old
65 years old or older
Ethnicity White or Caucasian
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino
Asian or Pacific Islander
Native American or American Indian
Other
Marital
Married
Status
Single
Divorced/separated
Widowed
Other
Income
Under $20,000
Level
$20,000 - $39,999
$40,000 - $59,999
$60,000 - $79,999
$80,000 - $99,999
$100,000 and over
Education Less than high school
Level
High school graduate
2 year college degree
4 year college degree
Graduate, Professional degree

Overall
Female
Male
N
%
N
%
N
%
134
48.4
143
51.6
23
8.3 15
11.2
8
5.6
53
19.1 20
14.9 33
23.1
57
20.6 20
14.9 37
25.9
52
18.8 33
24.6 19
13.3
48
17.3 21
15.7 27
18.9
44
15.9 25
18.7 19
13.3
219
79.1 103
76.9 116
81.1
24
8.7 16
11.9
8
5.6
23
8.3
7
5.2 16
11.2
6
2.3
5
3.7
1
0.7
4
1.4
2
1.5
2
1.4
1
0.4
1
0.7
0
.0
157
56.7 74
55.2 83
58.0
80
28.9 34
25.4 46
32.2
26
9.4 18
13.4
8
5.6
14
5.1
8
6.0
6
4.2
0
.0
0
.0
0
.0
14
5.1
7
5.2
7
4.9
60
21.7 25
20.1 35
24.5
53
19.1 27
20.1 26
18.2
49
17.7 26
19.4 23
16.1
35
12.6 14
10.4 21
14.7
68
23.8 35
26.1 31
21.7
2
0.7
0
.0
2
1.4
75
27.1 41
30.6 34
23.8
67
24.2 32
23.9 35
24.5
85
30.7 41
30.6 44
30.8
48
17.3 20
14.9 28
19.6

Procedures
The 3 (MVP) x 2 (gender) experimental design provided the participants with three
different online booking conditions (projecting different demographic composition of other
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customers; female-dominant other customer group vs. male-dominant other customer group vs.
control). Female and male participants were randomly assigned to one of the three online
reservation conditions. As with Study 1, a hypothetical online booking scenario was given.
Participants were told to assume that they were planning a short trip to New York and had come
across a hotel that offers all the desired features and attributes. After reading the online booking
scenario, participants were asked to rate how similar they perceived themselves to the profiles of
other customers (Kwon, Ha, & Im, 2016) and their willingness to book a hotel room (Grewal et
al., 1998) provided in the scenario. Participants were then instructed to answer the realism check,
and demographics questions.
Stimuli
The independent variable of this study was verbal MVP (i.e., verbally-provided
descriptive information of other customers) and required manipulation. Each condition was
operationalized by depicting the demographic composition of other customers to evoke a sense
of group majority and minority. Suggested in previous literature on the effects of proportional
representation (i.e., tokenism theory; Kanter, 1977), ratios of other customers were manipulated
by 84:16. Specifically, a female dominant condition was defined as when 84% of other
customers are females (see Figure 7). A male dominant condition was defined as when 84% of
other customers are males (see Figure 8). A control condition was defined as when compositions
of other customers (female vs. male customers) are evenly distributed (see Figure 9; i.e., 50-50).
To check whether manipulation accurately described three different gender compositions,
participants were asked to indicate the gender composition of previous customers described in
the scenario.
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Figure 7. Stimulus example of MVP condition (when a majority of customers are female).

Figure 8. Stimulus example of MVP condition (when a majority of customers are male).
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Figure 9. Stimulus example of control condition.

Measures
Adopted from Hoffner and Buchanan (2005), perceived similarity was measured with
four items on a 7-point scale (1 = very dissimilar, 7 = very similar; Cronbach’s α = .928). The
four items were “How similar do you think the majority of previous customers are to you?,”
“How similar do you think the majority of previous customers are to you in the way they think?,”
“How similar do you think the majority of previous customers are to you in their values?,” and
“How similar do you think the majority of previous customers are to you in their behaviors?”
(see Table 6). As in Study 1, participants’ willingness to book, the dependent variable, was
measured by using Grewal et al.’s (1998) three-items. To check whether manipulation fully
described three different conditions, participants were asked to indicate the gender composition
of previous customers described in the scenario (even vs. females vs. males; e.g., “The room that
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I saw in the scenario was mostly booked by ___”). Considering the potential confounding effect
of travel motivation on behavioral intentions (Li & Cai, 2012), the current study measured
participant’s travel motivation of seeking romantic encounters with two items on a 7-point scale
(1= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; Pearson’s r = .928;). The two items were “When
traveling, I expect having romantic relationships” and “I expect being with people of the
opposite sex.” The scale was adopted from Pearce and Lee (2005) and used as a covariate in the
analysis (see Table 6).

55

Table 6
Measurement Items of Perceived Similarity and Travel Motivation
Variable

Authors/Year

Perceived Similarity Hoffner &
Buchanan

Reliability

Questionnaire scale

Cronbach’s α 1. “How similar do you think the
= .928

(2005)

majority of previous customers
are to you?”
2. “How similar do you think the
majority of previous customers
are to you in the way they
think?”
3. “How similar do you think the
majority of previous customers
are to you in their values?”
4. “How similar do you think the
majority of previous customers
are to you in their behaviors?”

Travel Motivation

Pearce & Lee

of Seeking

(2005)

Pearson’s r
= .605

Romantic

1. “When traveling, I expect having
romantic relationships.”
2. “When traveling, I expect being

Encounters

with people of the opposite sex.”

Overview of Data Analysis
To test the proposed hypotheses, the effects of MVP (female dominant vs. male dominant
vs. control) and gender (female vs. male) on WTB were analyzed in a 3 (MVP) x 2 (gender)
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) controlling for participants’ motivation for travel. As with
Study 1, an alpha of .05 was used as the cutoff for significance. The data collected from this
study were analyzed using the Univariate function in SPSS version 26. The purpose of utilizing a
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two-way ANCOVA was to examine if the effect of the MVP on the WTB was influenced by
gender (moderating effect). The interaction between MVP and gender was investigated further to
identify the mean difference in customers’ willingness to book between the MVP for each
gender. The Levene’s test was performed to test if the homogeneity assumption was violated. To
test whether an indirect effect of the MVP on the WTB through perceived similarity held true for
females, a moderated mediation analysis (bias-corrected bootstrapping procedure) was
performed (i.e., model 8; Hayes, 2017). Four items of the perceived similarity were averaged
into a single construct. The bias-corrected bootstrapping technique is considered to be more
powerful than other formal tests of mediation such as the Sobel test (Hayes, 2017) because the
Sobel test requires the assumption that sampling distribution is normal and is not considered as
the proper reference for the indirect effect (Hayes, 2015; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007).
Through repeated sampling of the data set, bootstrapping does not necessarily require
assumptions about the sampling distribution. The PROCESS add-on module for SPSS was
utilized to perform the analysis.
Limitations and Potential Errors
There are some limitations that need to be addressed in terms of the participant error of
the experimental design. First, response bias might have occurred when the participants provided
incorrect information or responded to questions without carefully reviewing the survey (Huang,
Bowling, Liu, & Li, 2015). This may have influenced the validity of the measurement and could
result in misleading findings (Bowling et al., 2016; Maniaci & Rogge, 2014). To avoid this issue,
a speeding check function in Qualtrics was used. Responses by respondents who measured as 1/3
the median launch time were considered as careless responses, and those responses were
automatically removed from the data. In addition, the title of the study on the informed consent
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form was different from the actual title (“The impact of virtual presence on willingness to book:
the moderating role of self-construal and gender”) to avoid response bias where the title may
have influenced the responses of participants.
Summary
This chapter addressed the methods for this study. The methods of this study was
described in terms of each study’s hypotheses, research design, subjects, procedures, stimuli,
overview of data analysis, and limitations and potential errors. The results of the application of
these methods are discussed in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
This chapter presents the results of the statistical analyses. First, this chapter reports the
results of two pretests. Second, it presents the detailed results of the experimental study—
whether the relationship between pictorial MVP and willingness to book (WTB) is moderated by
an individual’s self-construal (Study 1) and whether the relationship between verbal MVP and
WTB is moderated by gender (Study 2).
Study 1
The main purpose of Study 1 was to examine the interaction between the pictorial MVP
(other customers are present in the hotel image vs. no others are present) and self-construal
(independent vs. interdependent) on WTB. To test the proposed hypotheses in Study 1, the
effects of MVP and self-construal on WTB were analyzed in a 2 (MVP) x 2 (self-construal)
between-subjects ANOVA.
Manipulation Check
To check whether the MVP manipulations were successful, participants were asked to
rate their perceived social presence of others after viewing the scenario. A simple independent
samples t-test was performed to examine whether there is statistical evidence that the means of
the two experimental groups (MVP vs. control) are significantly different. Participants showed
higher levels of perceived social presence when other customers were present in the hotel
booking image versus when other customers were not in the hotel booking image (MMVP=6.13;
MControl=3.97; t(231)=12.4; p < 0.01). As with the pretest, Cohen's κ was performed to examine
the agreement between two coders. The result showed a substantial interrater reliability between
the two coders (Cohen’s κ = .786; p < .01). Disagreements were resolved in a discussion between
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the coders. The results of TST showed that participants under the interdependent prime condition
wrote significantly more numbers of other-focused sentences compared to independent primed
participants (Minter = 3.03; Mindep = 1.17; F (1,231) = 57.23; p < 0.01). Overall, these results indicate
that both MVP and self-construal manipulations were successful in Study 1.
Realism Check
The mean value on scenario realism was 4.95 with a standard deviation of 1.53 and was
significantly higher than the scale’s midpoint (4). In addition, no significant difference in realism
was found across four different experiment conditions (F (3,229) = 1.50; p = .22), suggesting that
the hypothetical scenario was perceived as realistic and reflects the real-life experience of online
hotel reservation.
Hypotheses testing
To test H1a and H1b, a 2 (MVP: MVP vs. control) x 2 (self-construal: independent vs.
interdependent) between-subject ANOVA was performed. The results of Levene’s test was not
significant (F(3,229) = 1.75, p = .16), indicating that the homogeneity assumption was not violated.
Table 7 provides the descriptive statistics of each experiment condition.

Table 7
Descriptive Means for Study 1
MVP

Self-construal

N

WTB Mean

Std. Deviation

Std. Error

MVP

Independent

53

4.38

1.62

.21

MVP

Interdependent

58

4.92

1.89

.18

Control

Independent

68

4.60

1.49

.17

Control

Interdependent

54

4.38

1.44

.19
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The results of a 2 x 2 ANOVA (see Table 8) showed that there were no significant main
effects for both MVP (F(1,229) = .68, p = .41) and self-construal (F(1,229) = .73, p = .39) on WTB.
In addition, there was a significant two-way interaction for MVP and self-construal on WTB
(F(1,229) = 4.11, p = .043, eta2 = .018). A simple effects test was performed to probe the
interaction. The results of simple effect tests showed that for interdependent primed individuals’,
their intentions to book a hotel room were significantly higher when other customers were
present in the hotel booking image versus when no other customers were present in the image
(MMVP = 4.92 vs. Mcontrol = 4.38; F(1,229) = 3.95, p = .048). On the other hand, no significant
differences in WTB were observed among independent primed participants regardless of MVP
conditions (MMVP = 4.38 vs. Mcontrol = 4.63; F(1,229) = .74, p = .39). However, no significant main
effects for MVP (F(1,229) = .68, p = .41) and self-construal (F(1,229) = .73, p = .39) on WTB were
found. Taken together, the results lend support for H1, H1a, and H1b. The results of the
interaction effect of MVP and self-construal are plotted in Figure 10.
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Table 8
ANOVA Table for Study 1
Source

Type III Sum

DF

of Squares

Mean

F

Sig.

Partial Eta2

Square

Test effects
MVP

1.397

1

1.397

.684

.409

.003

Self-Construal

1.495

1

1.495

.732

.393

.003

MVP x Self-Construal

8.384

1

8.384

4.106

.044

.018

Error

467.558

229

2.042

Total

5364.778

233

478.559

232

Corrected Total
Note. R2 = .023 (Adjusted R2 = .010).
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Figure 10. Interaction effect of MVP and self-construal on willingness to book. Star symbol
indicates significant mean difference between MVP and control conditions.
Study 2
The main purpose of Study 2 is to replicate the findings of Study 1 with a different
operationalization of MVP. Specifically, it is to provide evidence whether the effect of MVP can
be viable by depicting the demographic composition of other customers, to examine the
moderating role of gender in influencing the effect of MVP on WTB, and to understand the
psychological mechanisms that potentially explain the joint effects of MVP and gender on WTB.
To test the proposed hypotheses in Study 2, the effects of MVP and gender on WTB were
analyzed in a 2 (MVP) x 2 (self-construal) between-subjects ANCOVA controlling for
participants’ travel motivation. This study also analyzed the significance of moderated mediation
effects by adopting the bootstrapping method (Hayes, 2017).
Realism Check
The mean value on scenario realism was 4.93 on a 7-point scale with a standard deviation
of 1.28. In addition, no significant difference in realism was found across six different
experiment conditions (F(5,271) = 1.33, p = .25), suggesting that the hypothetical scenario was
perceived as realistic and well reflects the experience of an online hotel reservation.
Hypotheses testing
To test H2a and H2b, a 2 (verbal MVP: female dominant vs. male dominant vs. control) x
2 (gender: female vs. male) between-subject analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted
on WTB for the hotel. The results Levene’s test was not significant (F(5,271) = 1.52, p = .18),
indicating that the homogeneity assumption was not violated. Table 9 provides the descriptive
statistics of each experiment condition for Study 2.
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Table 9
Descriptive Means for Study 2
Verbal MVP

Gender

N

WTB Mean

Std. Deviation

Std. Error

Female Dominant

Female

48

5.06

1.25

.20

Male Dominant

Female

46

3.87

1.35

.20

Balanced

Female

40

4.92

1.26

.22

Female Dominant

Male

47

4.90

1.56

.20

Male Dominant

Male

46

4.80

1.42

.20

Control

Male

50

4.59

1.34

.19

The results of a 3 (verbal MVP) x 2 (gender) ANCVOVA (see Table 10) showed a
significant main effect of MVP on WTB (F(2,270) = 5.49, p <.01, eta2 = .04) but not for gender
(F(1,270) = .741, p > .05). The means were 4.98, 4.34, and 4.76 in the female dominant, male
dominant, and control conditions, respectively. Bonferroni comparisons indicated that WTB is
significantly higher when a majority of other customers are female versus when a majority of
other customers are male (Mfemale = 4.98 vs. Mmale = 4.34; p < .01). However, no significant
differences were found between the female dominant and control condition (p = .78) and male
dominant and control condition (p = .11). There was a significant two-way interaction for MVP
and gender on WTB (F(2,270) = 5.74, p < .01, eta2 = .04). The interaction was investigated further
by analyzing the simple effect of MVP on each gender. The results revealed the WTB for
females was significantly higher when the majority of previous customers were female (Mfemale =
5.06) than when the majority were males (Mmale = 3.87; p <.01). In addition, WTB was
significantly lower in the male dominant condition (Mmale = 3.87) than in the control condition
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(Mcontrol = 4.92; F(2,270) = 10.517; p <.01). However, no significant differences in WTB were
found between female dominant and control condition. For males, the pattern was different. No
significant differences in WTB were found regardless of different MVP conditions. (Mfemale =
4.90 vs. Mmalel = 4.80 vs. Mcontrol = 4.60; F(2,270) = .68; p > .05). Taken together, the results lend
support for H2 and H2b and partial support for H2a. The results of the interaction effect of MVP
and self-construal are plotted in Figure 11.

Table 10
ANCOVA Table for Study 2
Source

Type III Sum

DF

Mean

of Squares

F

Sig.

Partial Eta2

Square

Test effects
MVP

20.074

2

10.037

5.492

.005

.039

1.353

1

1.353

.741

.390

.003

20.994

2

10.497

5.743

.004

.041

15.299

1

15.299

8.370

.004

.030

Error

493.499

270

1.828

Total

6647.000

277

555.300

276

Gender
MVP x Gender
Covariate
Motivation

Corrected Total

Note. R2 = .111 (Adjusted R2 = .092).
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Figure 11. Interaction effect of verbal MVP and gender on willingness to book. The star symbol
indicates a significant mean difference between the female dominant MVP compared to the male
dominant MVP and the male dominant MVP compared to the control group.

To further investigate the proposed underlying mechanism that explains the joint effects
of MVP and one’s gender on WTB, a moderated mediation test was conducted following the
procedure of PROCESS (Hayes, 2013; model 8). Coefficients and bootstrapped confidence
intervals of the indirect effect of perceived similarity for each gender were obtained from 10,000
bootstrap samples. The mediator, perceived similarity was measured by four items adopted from
previous research (Hoffner & Buchanan 2005; Cronbach’s α = .928).
The results show that conditional indirect effect of MVP on WTB through perceived
similarity was not significant in both female and male participants. Specifically, for females, the
total indirect effect through perceived similarity as a mediator showed a 95% bias-corrected
confidence interval of -.15 and .04 with an estimate of -.05. Among males, the total indirect
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effect through perceived similarity as a mediator showed a 95% bias-corrected confidence
interval of -.09 and .13 with an estimate of .02. In other words, since both confidence intervals
contain the null value, the indirect effects are not statistically significant for both females and
males. Taken together, Hypotheses 3 was not supported.
Summary
The results of the statistical analyses for two pretests and two main studies were
presented in this chapter. The manipulation checks, realism checks, and hypotheses testing
results were reported. The results of the study lend support for some hypotheses. In the following
chapter, a discussion of the results and implication of this study are presented.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This chapter presents a general discussion of the findings and contributions of the
research. First, a summary of the results from the two studies are provided. Next, both theoretical
and practical contributions of this dissertation are presented. Last, this chapter discusses the
limitations and suggestions for future research directions.
Discussion of Findings
With the development of online platforms, customers are now enabled to experience
social servicescapes in ways similar to those offline (Naylor et al., 2012). Despite the growing
interest in how other customers influence focal customers perceptions and behaviors,
understanding the impact of other customers in an online context is limited. In addition, an
increasing number of customers who use online intermediaries for purchasing hospitality
products raise the importance of understanding the impact of other customers in the online
service experience. To address this gap, the purpose of this research was to understand customer
response to other consumers in an online booking service. The empirical examination of this
study includes two main studies. Specifically, Study 1 examined the relationship between the
pictorial presence of other customers on focal customer’s booking decisions and how it differs by
one’s psychological factor (i.e., self-construal). The purpose of Study 2 was to examine the
influence of different type of MVP on WTB by displaying demographic information of other
customers. Specifically, the moderating role of gender in relationship between MVP and WTB
was tested. In addition, the mediating role of perceived similarity on the relationship between
MVP and WTP was examined to explain the underlying psychological mechanism of MVP. A
summary of hypotheses support is provided in Table 11.
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Table 11
Hypotheses Support
Hypothesis

Effect

H1

Prediction
Self-construal will moderate the effect of MVP on

Support
Y

WTB.
H1a

Moderating effect
of self-construal

H1b

Interdependent individuals will show higher levels of

Y

WTB versus independent individuals.
No such difference is shown in WTB for independent

Y

individuals.
H2

Gender will moderate the effect of MVP on WTB.

Y

H2a

Compared to other conditions (i.e., male dominant,

Partial

Moderating effect
of gender
H2b

balanced), females will show higher levels of WTB
when a majority of other customers are female.
No such difference is shown in WTB for male

Y

customers.
H3

Perceived similarity will mediate the interaction effect

N

of MVP and gender on WTB.
H3a

H3b

Mediating effect of

Perceived similarity will mediate the impact of MVP

perceived similarity

on WTB among female customers.
Mediation effect of perceived similarity will not be
observed among male customers.
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Moderating Role of Self-construal
The aim of Study 1 was to examine the basic interaction effect of self-construal between
the pictorial presence of other customers (MVP) and self-construal. The results of Study 1
confirmed the hypothesized moderating effect (H1). Specifically, when other customers were
portrayed in the hotel booking image, participants primed with interdependence showed higher
WTB than when no others were present in the booking image (H1a). Conversely, as postulated in
Hypothesis 1b, no significant difference in WTB was found among participants primed with
independence. These findings suggest that displaying other customers in an online reservation
context may signal a sense of social presence among interdependent primed participants who are
more likely to have concerns for relationships and pursue developing a sense of connectedness
with others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), which in turn leads to higher booking intentions. On the
other hand, since independent individuals tend to have a unique self-concept to differentiate
themselves from others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), displayed other customers in the hotel
booking image may be considered as an hindrance in pursuit of their self-presentational goals,
which, in turn, will lead to lower WTB among independent primed participants.
Moderating Role of Gender
The main focus of Study 2 was to examine gender differences in response to verbally
displayed MVP. The results of Study 2 also confirmed the hypothesized moderating effect (H2).
For females, consistent with the proposed hypothesis, WTB was higher when a majority of other
customers had the same gender (female) versus when a majority of other customers had the
opposite gender (male). However, no differences in booking intentions were found among males
regardless of MVP conditions (H2b). These results are in line with the propositions of agencycommunion theory (Bakan, 1966) that females are more likely to focus on being integrated with
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larger social groups and display more agreeable behaviors in the pursuit of personal
relationships, while males desire independence and separation from others (Kurt & Frimer, 2015;
Suh et al., 2004). Interestingly, among females, no difference in booking intentions were found
between the female-dominated and balanced (i.e., 50: 50) condition. This partial support of H2a
may reflect the changes in gender stereotypes over time. Stereotypically, the female has been
considered to have more concerns of being considered unfavorably by social others if displaying
socially undesirable behaviors (i.e., image-impairment concerns; Leary & Kowalski, 1990).
Previous studies further show that such concerns become more salient in mixed-gender groups
(Hogg, 1985; Palan, 2001; Rudman & Phelan, 2010). However, contemporary judgments on the
female gender role is changing due the considerable increase in the proportion of women’s
participation in the workforce, on sports fields, and in educational institutions (Haines, Deaux, &
Lofaro, 2016). This may explain the partial support of H2a that females are now feeling less
pressure in disconfirming the gender stereotypical social role under a balanced condition because
of the changing view of women in our society.
Mediating Role of Perceived Similarity
Although past studies provide some evidence that the virtual presence of others may
influence customer behaviors (Cyr, Hassanein, Head, & Lvanov, 2006; Naylor et al., 2012),
research examining the underlying mechanisms that explain customers’ responses to MVP is
scant. To narrow this gap, the current dissertation examined the mediating role of perceived
similarity to explain the joint effects of MVP and one’s gender on WTB. The results from Study
2 did not provide evidence that perceived similarity is the psychological mechanism that
underlies the joint effects of MVP and gender on WTB. The conditional indirect effect of MVP
on WTB through perceived similarity was not significant for both males and females. The lack of
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support for Hypothesis 3 could be due to females’ tendency to facilitate group harmony and
congruency (Buss, 1990). Although manipulated gender composition of other customers (i.e.,
84:16 vs. 16:84) evokes a sense of group majority and minority (i.e., tokenism theory; Kanter,
1977), females may feel the balanced gender distribution of other customers (i.e, 50:50) better
represents the group congruency since two groups (males vs. females) are evenly distributed.
Hence, females may perceive the customers in the control condition to be similar to themselves.
Theoretical Implications
In terms of theoretical contributions, the current dissertation provides some insights to the
current literature. First, this dissertation shed light on the social influence literature and extends
the social impact theory (Latané, 1981) in that, as with the influence of mere presence of others
offline, the mere presence of other customers in an online setting influences focal customer’s
behavioral intention. Despite the growing body of literature on other customers and recent
improvements in online platforms, most contemporary research in this area focuses on the
influence of the physical presence of others and how it influences the focal individual’s
perceptions and behaviors in an offline context. Research examining the impact of other
customers in an online context is scant. To narrow this gap, the current study examined the
impact of MVP with two different operationalizations. Study 1 tested the influence of MVP by
visually showing other customers in the hotel booking image. In addition, Study 2 examined the
effect of MVP by depicting verbally provided demographic information of other customers. The
findings from both studies show that social influence can occur in an online hotel booking
context without the social forces of social impact theory (i.e., influential, be in close proximity to
the focal customer; Latané, 1981).
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Second, the current dissertation advances our understanding of the effects of the virtual
presence of other customers by examining the interrelationships between MVP and one’s
psychological factor (i.e., self-construal; Study 1), and MVP and one’s demographic factor (i.e.,
gender; Study 2) on behavioral intentions (i.e., WTB) in online booking. Specifically, derived
from propositions of the self-construal theory (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) that interdependent
individuals are more likely to pursue a sense of belongingness and connectivity while
independent individuals to tend to distinguish themselves from the group and value
distinctiveness (Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005; Singelis, 1994), the current research examined
the moderating role of self-construal in influencing the effect of MVP on WTB. Congruent with
prior research (Agrawal & Maheswaran, 2005; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Singelis, 1994),
different behavioral patterns toward the virtual presence of others between individuals with
interdependent and independent self-construal were found.
Furthermore, the current dissertation contributes to the body of literature in applying the
agency-communion theory (Bakan, 1966) in the context of online booking. Conceptually rooted
in the notion of agency-communion theory (Bakan, 1966), previous research has found that
females are more likely to seek intimacy and tend to display more agreeable behaviors in the
formation of friendships while males are likely to seek social status (Hall, 2011; Suh et al.,
2004). Based on this notion, the current dissertation examined a moderating role of gender in
influencing the effect of MVP on WTB. In line with previous research, the results of the current
research showed a different behavioral pattern between females and males toward verbally
provided information of other customers (verbal MVP).

73

Practical Implications
From a managerial perspective, this research provides beneficial implications for service
practitioners to achieve their strategic goals. Specifically, findings of this dissertation will bring
to the attention of online travel agencies (OTAs) and hotels the need to emphasize understanding
how customers respond to the mere presence of other customers in online contexts by showing
how virtually presented other consumers significantly influence the focal consumer’s booking
choice.
Previous research provides some evidence that depicting the number of buyers in
electronic commerce may enhance a customer’s purchasing behavior (Coulter & Roggeveen,
2012). However, such finding offers limited managerial implications since they did not consider
how a focal customer might respond when other customers are graphically depicted in the image.
In addition, although self-construal is not an easily observable individual characteristic, the
findings of the current research are meaningful to the hospitality industry in the United States
since self-construal can be considered as a proxy for cultural differences (Markus & Kitayama,
1991). In 2018, for example, international travelers spent $256.1 billion in the United States
(NTTO, 2019). Specifically, Chinese tourists were the number one source among international
visitors ($34.8 billion; NTTO). Previous cross-cultural studies have suggested that Easterners
tend to rely on the social aspects and focus on relationship with other people (i.e., interdependent
self-construal) compared to Westerners (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). Easterners
commonly refers to people in the East Asian countries such as China, Japan, and Korea (Lim,
2016). The current dissertation showed that interdependent individuals display higher booking
intentions when other customers are virtually displayed in the booking image compared to when
other customers are not displayed. Thus, it is intuitive to expect that displaying other customers
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in the hotel booking image will heighten East Asian customers’ booking intentions. Accordingly,
managers should consider including pictures of other customers in their booking websites to
attract more Eastern outbound travelers.
Findings of this research will also provide a road map for OTAs and hotels to manage
their online booking channels in deciding how or whether to display information of other
customers. For example, findings of this research can be easily applied to OTAs and hotel brand
websites since customers’ demographic information can be easily obtained from the membership
program. Facebook.com, for example, provides advertisements only to certain demographics.
The current dissertation showed that females show higher booking intentions when the gender
composition of other customers who purchased the hotel room was tilted toward females or when
it was balanced (i.e., 50:50) versus when a majority of customers were male. Therefore, OTAs
and hotels should provide demographic information of other customers to lure female customers
if the majority of other customers are female or balanced. In addition, previous study suggested
that visual components are considered as an effective means of attracting more customers
attention since it is more vibrant than the verbal components and can attract customers’ attention
(Underwood & Klein, 2002). Hence, applying the findings from Study 2 to the pictorial MVP
context, it is intuitive to expect that female customers’ booking intention may increase when
female other customers are more exposed than male customers in the hotel booking image.
Therefore, managers should also consider altering the gender proportion of displayed other
customers to enhance female customers’ booking intention.
Limitations and Future Research
As with other experiments, this dissertation is not free from limitations, which also
provide directions for future research. First, the current study is based on hypothetical scenarios

75

as stimulus material. Although scenarios are widely used methods in consumer behavior research
to enhance internal validity (Ha & Jang, 2009; Writz & Mattila, 2004), a discrepancy between
real-life situations may limit the external validity of the experiment. The difficulties in control
over extraneous variables and ethical issues prevented this dissertation from conducting a field
experiment. Therefore, to increase participants’ involvement and facilitate their emotional
response, conducting a field experiment in the real-life environments is recommended in future
research.
Second, the current dissertation examined the proposed hypotheses on a single type of
hotel. It was conducted under the assumption that the customer is searching for a mid-scale hotel.
However, behaviors of customers who search for other hotel types can be different. For example,
previous research in social psychology suggests that individuals pursue extrinsic or intrinsic life
goals to fulfill their psychological need satisfaction (Kasser & Ryan, 1993, Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Here, extrinsic goal refers to aspiring image improvement and social recognitions such as
financial success, fame, and appealing appearance (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste, Lens, &
Deci, 2006). In contrast, intrinsic goal focuses on social affiliation support and interpersonal
concerns (e.g., sense of relatedness, community contributions; Kasser & Ryan, 1993). Further,
most contemporary research on luxury consumption is based on the notion that people
conspicuously consume luxury products to display their wealth and achieve social status
(Bagwell & Bernheim, 1996). This might indicate that the virtual presence of others could lead
to a heightened level of booking intentions for customers who are willing to stay at a luxury
hotel. Therefore, it would be meaningful to examine whether type of hotel (e.g., luxury hotel,
economy hotel) moderates customers’ booking intention.
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Third, further research could also consider different operationalizations of MVP to extend
the findings of this dissertation. The current dissertation broadens the understanding of the effect
of MVP with two different operationalizations of MVPs and provides evidence that social
influence can occur in the online context even if it does not meet all the requirements of social
influence. However, the current study did not examine whether the number of other customers
varies the impact of MVP. Therefore, future studies should consider altering the number of other
customers displayed in the hotel booking image to further understand the influence of MVP.
Rooted in social impact theory (Latané, 1981; Latané & Wolf, 1981), for example, the impact of
MVP may have a greater impact as the number of other customers increases. In addition, Latané
and Wolf (1981) further proposed that the impact of the number of sources attenuates after it
reaches a certain point. Hence, it would be interesting to examine the inflection point of the
displayed number of other customers in the online reservation context.
Fourth, future research is encouraged to examine the impact of pictorial MVP by
differentiating the demographics of other consumers (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity) in the hotel
booking image. The current dissertation examined the impact of MVP by depicting verbally
provided information to extend our understanding of MVP. Specifically, gender composition of
other customers who purchased the product was manipulated in Study 2 (i.e., female-dominant
other customer group vs. male-dominant other customer group vs. control) to examine whether
customers are likely to align their booking behaviors with similar others. However, this study did
not examine whether such findings can also be found in pictorial contents (i.e., image). For
example, marketers often use demographically similar models for targeted marketing since they
can provoke positive responses from target customers (Whittler, 1991). Thus, displaying
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demographically similar other customers to the target customers in the hotel booking image may
inspire target customers positive attitude toward the product.
Last, the current dissertation emphasized the necessity of uncovering the underlying
mechanisms that explain the joint effect of MVP and gender on WTB. However, the results
showed that perceived similarity does not mediate such postulated interaction on WTB.
Therefore, future research could examine the psychological mechanism explaining why female
customers’ booking intention increases when a majority of other customers who purchased the
product are female. For example, customer trust towards other customers can be considered as a
potential pathway underlying the joint effect of MVP and gender on WTB. Previous research in
psychology suggests that people rely on demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, age, race) in
determining the trustworthiness of a person (Sacco, Scheu, Ryan, & Shimitt, 2003; Su & Mattila,
in press). Since individuals are likely to correspond with others who share similar characteristics
(Byrne, 1971), demographic information of others may evoke a sense of trust toward other
customers who purchased the product among female customers. Furthermore, a female dominant
gender composition of previous customers may send a positive signal to female customers that
the product is supported by reliable others, which in turn leads to positive booking intention.
Summary
This chapter contains the discussions of the current dissertation, theoretical contributions
to marketing and hospitality research, practical implications for service practitioners to achieve
their strategic objectives, limitations of the current research, and future research directions.
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notification that the protocol referenced above has been reviewed as indicated in Federal
regulatory statutes 45CFR46.101(b) and deemed exempt.
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APPENDIX B
SURVEY INSTRUMENTS
A. Study 1
Section 1: self-construal manipulations
PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING PARAGRAPH CAREFULLY AND ANSWER THE
QUESTION BELOW.
a. Independent priming
“I go to the city often. My anticipation fills me as I see the skyscrapers come into view. I allow
myself to explore every corner, never letting an attraction escape me. My voices fill the air and
street. I see all the sights, I window shop, and everywhere I go I see my reflections looking back
at me in the glass of a hundred windows. At nightfall I linger, my time in the city almost over.
When finally I must leave, I do so knowing that I will soon return. The city belongs to me.”
b. Interdependent priming
“We go to the city often. Our anticipation fills us as we see the skyscrapers come into view. We
allow ourselves to explore every corner, never letting an attraction escape us. Our voices fill the
air and street. We see all the sights, we window shop, and everywhere we go we see our
reflections looking back at us in the glass of a hundred windows. At nightfall we linger, our time
in the city almost over. When finally we must leave, we do so knowing that we will soon return.
The city belongs to us.”
1. Please write all the pronouns that appeared in the paragraph

2. Please count and write the total number of the pronouns in the paragraph.
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Section 2: Ten-Statements-Task
PLEASE READ THE INSTRUCTIONS CAREFULLY AND WRITE DOWN TEN
DIFFERENT RESPONSES TO THE QUESTION "WHO AM I?"
“In the numbered spaces below, please write down anything that can describe you. You can
write your answers as they occur to you without worrying about the order; however, together
they should summarize the image you have of who you are. Your answers might include social
groups or categories you belong to, personal relationships with others, as well as characteristics
of yourself as an individual. Some may be things that other people know about; others may be
your private thoughts about yourself. Some things you may see as relatively important, and
others less so. Some may be things you are relatively happy about, and others less so.”
1. I am …
2. I am …
3. I am …
4. I am …
5. I am …
6. I am …
7. I am …
8. I am …
9. I am …
10. I am …
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Section 3: MVP manipulation – study 1
a. Hotel booking scenario
“Imagine you are planning a short trip to New York City and need to book a hotel room for one
night. You search the Web for 4-star hotels, and it seems that Hotel NY has all the features and
attributes that you desire.”

b. Stimulus example of MVP condition

c. Stimulus example of control condition.
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B. Study 2
Section 1: MVP manipulations

a. MVP condition – when a majority of customers are female

b. MVP condition – when a majority of customers are male

83

Section 2: MVP manipulations (cont.)

c. Control condition – when gender composition is balanced
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C. Measures

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Somewhat

disagree
Neither agree nor

disagree
Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? – study 1

There is a sense of human contact on this picture

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

There is a sense of sociability on this picture

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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Very high

is…

High

The likelihood that I would reserve this hotel room

Somewhat high

this hotel room is…

Neutral

The probability that I would consider reserving

Somewhat low

probability of reserving this hotel room is…

Low

If I were going to reserve a hotel room, the

Very Low

Please indicate your answer using the scale provide – study 1

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

C. Measures (cont.)

Very dissimilar

Dissimilar

Somewhat

dissimilar
Neither similar

nor dissimilar
Somewhat

Similar
Similar

Very similar

Please indicate your answer using the scale provide – study 2

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

How similar do you think the majority of
previous customers are to you?
How similar do you think the majority of
previous customers are to you in the way they
think?
How similar do you think the majority of
previous customers are to you in their values?
How similar do you think the majority of
previous customers are to you in their
behaviors?

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Somewhat

disagree
Neither agree nor

disagree
Somewhat agree

Agree

Strongly agree

When traveling, I expect…

Having romantic relationships

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Being with people of the opposite sex

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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C. Measures (cont.)
How realistic was the information depicting a New York City described?
Completely
Unrealistic

1

2

3

4

4. Demographics
1. What is your biological gender?
a. Female
b. Male
2. What is your age?

3. What is your marital status?
a. Married
b. Single
c. Divorced/separated
d. Widowed
4. Please indicate your annual household income.
a. Under $20,000
b. $20,000 - $39,999
c. $40,000 - $59,999
d. $60,000 - $79,999
e. $80,000 - $99,999
f. $100,000 and over
5. Please specify your ethnicity
a. White or Caucasian
b. Hispanic or Latino
c. Black or African American
d. Native American or American Indian
e. Asian or Pacific Islander
f. Other
6. What is your education level?
a. Less than high school
b. High school graduate
c. 2-year college degree
d. 4-year college degree
e. Master’s, Doctorate, Professional degree
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5

6

7

Completely
realistic
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